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Abstract 
 
This paper attempts to uncover the use of humour within the 1961 novel, Catch-22, by 
Joseph Heller. Specific examples of humour will be analysed and categorised into 
themes that the novel deals with, such as: authority, patriotism, religion, truth and 
meaning. Several academic works will be implemented in order to gain a higher 
understanding of the subject as well as a platform from which an analysis and 
discussion will emerge. These works concern particular subtypes of humour, in this 
case absurdism, black humour and satire. In the discussion, we will discuss how humour 
is utilised in a novel about the stupidity of war and people in power. We found the 
humour is used in a way to safely satirise serious and controversial topics.  
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Introduction 
 
This project explores Joseph Heller’s use of humour in his novel Catch-22 (1961), more 
specifically, how humour is used to make light of rather serious subject matters, 
subsequently making such subjects more edible for the reader. We will approach this 
question through an analysis that we have split into different themes, hereunder; the 
novel’s view on business, patriotism, authority and hierarchy, identity and the self, 
religion, truth and reality. We will examine these literary themes through the use of 
humour theory regarding incongruity, satire, black humour and absurdism. After our 
analysis, we will engage in a broader discussion regarding the nature and purpose of 
humour as a tool for conveying underlying meaning and eliciting change, when dealing 
with serious subjects. This has led us to the following problem formulation: 
 
In what way is humour used in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, and what effects does it 
have on the conveyance of the novel’s serious themes? 
 
Catch-22 is cited in almost all theoretical texts on humour. It is renowned for its use of 
satire, black humour and absurdism. The novel can be classified as a work of absurd 
literature due to its fragmented and at times confusing structure. The novel jumps in 
time, space and point of view throughout, which gives the reader a sense of unease 
when delving into this chaotic, nonsensical abyss. This chaotic output of course serves 
a purpose in that it enhances the overall impression of futile despair and helplessness 
that the novel’s characters are going through. Everything seems highly confusing and 
insurmountable, which is of course a point in and of itself. 
The book is essentially a satirical take on the inconsistencies and flawed logic of the 
US army during World War II. Yet, contrary to the serious topics, the book is filled 
with humorous descriptions, puns, contradictions and many other comedic tools. The 
question is then: why are there so many humorous situations in a book, which seems to 
be dealing with dark themes? What properties does humour have that makes it 
compatible with these subjects? How is it even possible to make someone laugh at what 
are in fact serious and tragic characters and scenes? 
We find it interesting to examine the purpose of humour when used in conjunction with 
serious topics. Our hypothesis is that humour can potentially alleviate the sense of 
discomfort that dark and serious topics can cause, thereby causing these topics to 
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become more digestible for the reader. We find it interesting to explore the underlying 
purpose of satire as a tool for change, wherein the humour is used to facilitate a possible 
discussion of otherwise sensitive subjects. In that sense satire could be viewed as a call 
to arms. However, would a discussion of serious topics within a humorous context not 
merely dismantle the seriousness that such subjects should deserve, consequently 
discouraging any need for change, thus defeating the very purpose of having the 
discussion in the first place? And moreover, maybe even discarding the need for a 
discussion altogether since the topic is suddenly not to be taken seriously?  
 
 
Catch-22: Summary and Structure 
 
This chapter will include a combined summary and description of the structure of 
Catch-22. The description of the structure is relevant in this case, as it seems Heller 
have been deliberately making the novel more complicated in terms of chronology and 
location.  
 
The novel was published in 1961, a time where the Vietnam War had recently begun, 
and the year where the Berlin wall was build. Yet, Catch-22 clearly mocks the 
American Army and capitalism. Maybe humour allows for a certain kind of abstraction 
that allowed Heller to criticise such subjects even at a time of conflict. It is important 
to note, though, that Catch-22 was banned in some Cities in the U.S, some states did 
seem to find it too inappropriate and possibly dangerous (URL 1). 
 
As said above, the novel seems deliberately confusing, especially in terms of timeline. 
Chapters do not follow each other chronologically and seem to be organised in terms 
of the theme and the characters within them; every chapter is either named after a 
specific character or location. For instance, chapter 8 is called “Lieutenant Scheisskopf” 
and chapter 39 is called “The Eternal City”, i.e. Rome. This means that the storyline 
fairly frequently jumps in time. There are some broad specifications in terms of when 
certain parts of the book take place; broadly speaking, the first third of the novel roughly 
takes place in the middle of the actual timeline, the second third roughly takes place 
before the first third, and the last third takes place at the end of the timeline. 
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Furthermore there are no clear indicators for these jumps in time and space and the 
reader therefore has to be extremely vigilant in order to acquire an understanding of the 
novel’s chronology.  
 
The setting of the story is mainly an American air base during the Second World War. 
The narrative travels between several characters, but mostly focuses on one individual: 
Yossarian.  
The novel begins nearly halfway through the general storyline, which means that a lot 
of information, which has been deliberately left out, is revealed later in the novel. The 
first part of the novel instead begins by introducing the characters as they are by this 
point in the timeline. It mostly follows Yossarian and various other people he interacts 
with, from the neurotic and emotionally scarred crewmen to the power-hungry and 
utterly self-serving officers of higher rank. Yossarian, as well as some of his colleagues, 
continuously question many of the paradoxical and unfair rules of the military, but 
never manages to escape them. For instance, Colonel Cathcart, one of the worst leaders, 
constantly increases the number of flight missions Yossarian and everyone else has to 
fly. This means that everyone is essentially trapped on the airbase, with no hope of 
escaping, and at the mercy of their narcissistic superiors.  
The reason for Yossarian’s cynical behaviour and almost defeatist reaction to most 
things is gradually revealed throughout the novel: one of his crewmen died during one 
of his first missions, which led him to realise that people are simply made up of matter 
and that there is therefore no meaning or purpose to life. This revelation is further 
enforced, as almost all his friends die over the course of the novel. However, Yossarian 
eventually discovers that one of his friends managed to fake his death in order to escape 
the hell that is the military. This gives Yossarian the fortitude to attempt desertion. The 
novel ends with Yossarian bolting out of his tent in order to escape the military camp. 
It is, however, not revealed whether he managed to escape or not. 
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Methodology 
 
We will in this chapter focus on how to approach our problem formulation.  
First of all, we intend to conduct a general close reading of Catch-22. However, we will 
specifically focus on the use of humour within the novel. We have employed a number 
of academic texts on humour in order to analyse its occurrences in the novel properly. 
It is important to note, however, that there are several competing theories of humour: 
we have chosen the theory of incongruity, the specific details of which will be explained 
in our theory chapter. Our reason for choosing this theory is because of its apparent 
compatibility with Heller’s novel. Incongruity theory explains humour essentially as 
the meeting of the logical and illogical, which seems to fit the humour in Catch-22. 
This does not mean that incongruity theory is the only humour theory that can be 
applied to Catch-22. There are other theories, such as superiority theory and relief 
theory, which may have been useful in analysing the humour of this particular novel. 
However, there are several reasons for why we only include one particular theory of 
humour: firstly, for practical reasons; incorporating two theories in one paper would be 
too much, and would mean that we would have no time or room for a deeper analysis. 
Secondly, the theories of humour seems to be mostly conflicting and in competition 
with each other. Lastly, incongruity theory seems to be the most fitting with Catch-22, 
since we have found that incongruity theory appears applicable to all humour where 
relief and superiority seem applicable to some but not all. 
 
Catch-22 is part of the absurdist and black humour traditions. This naturally means that 
it is necessary to be acquainted with these traditions. We therefore implement academic 
works on the subject on absurd and black humour as well as satire, given that satire is 
also related to these two traditions. Sections on said traditions will be found in our 
theory chapter. However, we intend to use a very broad definition of satire. We are 
aware that there are sub-classifications within this term. However, the novel seems to 
stretch widely into different kinds of satire. A clear classification has therefore proven 
itself difficult and would furthermore not be helpful in answering our problem 
formulation.  
 
The analysis itself will be divided into several themes that we find to be particularly 
prevalent. This is done for practical reasons and for the sake of the reader as well as the 
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authors of this project. The themes we have chosen are: business, patriotism, authority, 
hierarchy, identity, the self, religion, truth and meaning. We will within each theme use 
examples of humour present in the novel. We will also explain why it can be considered 
humorous and show how this humour is being used to convey the novel’s themes. The 
analysis chapter is then followed by a discussion chapter, in which we will discuss our 
findings from the analysis. Additionally we will attempt to delve into the very concept 
of humour, what purpose does it serve, is there a downside to using humour to talk 
about serious subject matter. 
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Theory 
 
 
Incongruity  
 
Theories concerning humour are attempting to identify some common features or 
structures that could explain what it is that makes us laugh (Palmer, 2003: 93). 
According to Jerry Palmer the starting point of the debates about the nature of humour 
is usually the following question: “[...] is funniness a feature of what is laughed at, or 
is it a feature of the mind of the perceiver?” (Palmer, 2003: 93). His answer to this 
question is, that funniness lies somewhere in between the two, because all meaning can 
be said to exist somewhere in the interaction between the mind of a person, the 
empirical world and the existing culture (Palmer, 2003: 94). This means that a theory 
on the structure of humour must find its explanations in the interaction between the 
laughter and the laughable object. The laughable object must therefore have some 
features that are describable in terms of being appropriate in causing laughter and mirth 
(Palmer, 2003: 94). 
According to Palmer, John Morreall has divided previous theories on humour and 
laughter into three categories where humour derives from, respectively; a feeling of 
superiority over what is being laughed at, a feeling of psychological relief, and lastly a 
perception of incongruity in what is being laughed at (Palmer, 2003: 94). This chapter 
will focus on the last type: a feeling of incongruity in what is being laughed at – also 
called incongruity theory. The essential idea of incongruity theory is, as the name 
implies, that the humorous aspect can be explained through some kind of 
incompatibility. Furthermore, it can be mentioned that incongruity operates within a 
cognitive level whereas for example some of the other theories operate within an 
affective level (Palmer, 2003: 99).  
Kant and Schopenhauer are among some of the first to recognize that incongruity can 
be used to explain the development of laughter – they both refer to the fact that the 
contradiction of an expectation can cause laughter (Palmer, 2003: 94-95). 
Schopenhauer believes that incongruity involves a discrepancy between a concept, 
which groups together all things in the world that falls under it, and some empirical 
entity in the world (Palmer, 2003: 95). This means that, when the empirical entity in 
the world does not match the concept that one has about this entity, an incongruity 
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arises. Incongruity can be explained via a difference between two mental 
representations; the first one is an expectation based on, for example, what has been 
said in the beginning of a joke, and the second one is some idea or object of perception, 
as for example the punchline of a joke. The relation between these mental 
representations is what causes the incongruity that results in humour (Palmer, 2003: 
95). But this difference between two mental representations is not all there is to the 
humour-creating aspect of incongruity. According to Palmer, many psychologists say 
that it is not only the perception of something incongruous that makes something 
humorous. The humour lies not in recognising the incongruity but in the resolution of 
the incongruity – a resolution which is achieved for example via the punchline of a 
joke, and which makes the receiver able to make sense of what has come before in one 
way or another (Palmer, 2003: 95). 
 
Palmer quotes Neil Schaeffer, who states the following:  
“With incongruity we see two things which do not belong together, 
yet which we accept at least in this case as going together in some 
way. That is, when we notice something as incongruous, we also 
simultaneously understand it to be in some minor way congruous.” 
(Palmer, 2003: 95). 
An important point to be made is that incongruity and resolution is not to be seen as 
incompatible – which implies that an incongruity cannot be seen as either resolved or 
not resolved at the end of a joke. Often the incongruity and the resolution is there at the 
same time in the punchline – although, now the incongruity is only partial. Incongruity 
is therefore “[…] both maintained and resolved simultaneously.” (Palmer, 2003: 96). 
In other words, the set-up to a joke creates a scenario that the punchline then breaks 
with, hence creating a feeling of incongruity between the two. However, in creating this 
incongruity the joke gives rise to a feeling of resolution, because the joke now makes 
sense in the context of being a joke.  
On the basis of the incongruity and resolution thesis, Palmer sets up a structure of jokes 
presented via two processes – a combination which he calls “the logic of the absurd”: 
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“1. The sudden creation of a discrepancy, or incongruity, in the joke 
narrative;                                                                                                                           
2. A bifurcated logical process, which leads the listener to judge that 
the state of affairs portrayed is simultaneously highly implausible and 
just a little bit plausible.” (Palmer, 2003: 96). 
 
This model illustrates the aforementioned relation between incongruity and resolution. 
However, to this model must be added yet another factor which the model fails to take 
into consideration, which is the preparatory phase of the joke (Palmer, 2003: 97). It is 
often so, that a joke can involve many more improbabilities right from the beginning in 
the way the joke is set up. 
And in relation to this it must be taken into account that the audience often have 
different expectations in a situation where they are presented with a joke (humorous 
discourse) than they would have had under normal circumstances (non-humorous 
discourse). These expectations are based on a pact between the audience and the teller 
of the joke. This pact entails that their demands concerning the humorous discourse are 
of a different sort than the demands they would have to the non-humorous discourse. 
This means that specifically the demands of common-sense rationality are suspended 
for the audience when hearing the jokes, thus giving a wider framework of rules to 
operate within for the logic of the absurd (Palmer, 2003: 97). And because of this fact 
they may very well be more likely to accept the many more improbabilities at the 
beginning of the joke and also recognise the story told as being a joke. 
In addition to this it must be mentioned, that not all jokes use this kind of suspension 
of the common-sense rationality in their preparatory phase. Hence the opening of a joke 
can also seem highly probable in the situation (Palmer, 2003: 97). 
These descriptions of the joke involve two stages: preparation and incongruity. These 
are for example often seen with one-liner jokes, but not all humorous situations need to 
be set up in the same way (Palmer, 2003: 98). Although this is the case, other humorous 
situations can also be seen as not differing that much from the situation in the two-stage 
jokes. The preparation phase can also consist of a lining up of a set of existing 
expectations, which are drawn from the everyday background culture of the teller of 
the joke and the audience. These can then be used for comic purposes. Moreover, the 
nature of incongruity and its partial resolution is not fundamentally different in these 
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cases where it is some underlying expectation from the everyday background culture 
that is being used to create a humorous situation (Palmer, 2003: 99).  
 
 
Satire 
  
Satire has a long history going back to ancient Rome and it blossomed in the 17th and 
18th century. It is not only found in literature but also in theatre, movies, dance, 
television and other forms of art. The main purpose of satire is to provoke the receiver’s 
drive to action; the satirists do not wither in despair, but instead feel compelled to 
express their disapproval. For something to be considered satire there must be some 
kind of ridicule or attack. However, it must be more than a mere insult for it to be 
considered satire. An example of something not satirical is a direct unregulated insult 
such as “that guy is a son of a bitch”, but when:  
 
“US President Harry Truman was asked if he had once called Richard 
Nixon an SOB. Truman replied that that could hardly be true because 
he had understood Nixon to be “a self-made man.” Tonally ironic and 
metaphorically playful, Truman's wit had transformed a common 
insult into satire by mocking a linchpin of Nixon's Republican Party 
politics — self-reliance.” (Quintero, 2007). 
 
The satirist writes with a sense of moral inclination and with concern for public interests 
(Quintero, 2007). However, not everything can be subjected to satire; there are 
boundaries that must be respected. The line between truth and slander must be upheld 
and there are socio-ethical boundaries to subject matter. An example of this is evil acts; 
for them to be satirized, they must be acts of error not pure evil acts. The perpetrator of 
the evil must also not be beyond punishment. For the divine or demonic to be satirized 
it must be humanized, satire requires the inclusion of human failing: 
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“Satire has traditionally had a public function, and its public 
orientation remains. Although the satirist may arraign God and the 
universe […] he usually seems to believe — at least to hope — that 
change is possible. Personal change, in his view, leads to social 
change; he insists that bad men make bad societies. He shows us 
ourselves and our world; he demands that we improve both. And he 
creates a kind of emotion which moves us toward the desire to 
change. “(Quintero, 2007). 
 
Satire must also rely on the audience’s shared common ground in order to work. For 
example, political beliefs will have profound effects on an audience’s reaction to 
Michael Moore’s1 films. If one agrees with Moore, one will see the satire and wish to 
change the things Moore points out as wrong. However, if one is in strong disagreement 
with Moore, one might feel attacked and see it, not as satire, but as lies meant to 
undermine one’s beliefs. Therefore, the effect of satire or whether it is satire at all is in 
the eyes of the beholder (Quintero, 2007). 
It is important to keep in mind that it is the satirist’s job to expose problems that he/she 
wants to change. However, it is not necessarily the satirist’s job to explain how to fix 
those problems. The satirist is like society’s watchdog: the dog’s job is to alert us to 
trouble, but it is not expected of the dog to do something about it. That is up to us.        
 
 
Black Humour 
  
For this chapter we will use Max F. Schulz's Black Humour: Fiction of the Sixties and 
Patrick O'Neill's ‘The Comedy of Entropy: The contexts of Black Humour’. We will 
do so in an attempt to find some common denominators with which we can further our 
understanding of Heller's use of black humour in Catch-22. 
  
                                                        
1Michael Moore is a controversial American filmmaker, known for criticising various aspects of 
American culture. 
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In his book, Schulz attempts to deliver a definition of black humour as something 
inherently prevalent in many of the literary publications of the 1960's. According to 
Schulz, the term black humour has become far too vague and broad due to its inclusive 
borders reaching far into different literary movements and literary genres (Schulz, 
1973: 4). Schulz believes an exclusive approach is necessary in which we define the 
term by first acknowledging what it is not. He subsequently, rather boldly, claims that 
black humour, in literary terms, is a phenomenon exclusively belonging to the 1960's: 
  
“More limiting certainly, but more useful in the long run is to 
recognize that Black Humour is a phenomenon of the 1960's, 
comprising a group of writers who share a viewpoint and an 
aesthetics for pacing off the boundaries of a nuclear-technological 
world intrinsically without confinement. Equally useful is to 
discriminate Black Humour from the oral techniques of sick humour 
and from the dramatic conventions of the theater of the absurd, even 
though it shares with these modes of expression some of the same 
assumptions about our century.” (Schulz, 1973: 5-6). 
  
Thus Schulz limits the definition of black humour to a literary movement, a mere 
collection of American 1960's writers who share amongst one another a similar outlook 
and thematic conventions. Black humour is therefore, according to Schulz, not a 
thematic term, but rather a literary historical reference. 
Limiting black humour to a select group of 1960's black humourists, allows Schulz to 
simply hand over a list of authors and literary works to which we can ascribe the 
movement. We will not list these authors, whom Schulz mentions, since such a listing 
would frankly seem tedious and rather pointless. Suffice it to say, Joseph Heller's 
Catch-22 are amongst the publications that Max F. Schulz is referencing. 
 
Patrick O'Neill understands Schulz's urge to limit the classification of black humour, 
but subsequently discovers some fundamental flaws in this definition. For one, having 
examined Schulz’s definitions of this exclusively American literary movement, O'Neill 
points to several non-American, non-sixties authors who share such definitions and 
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modes of expression (O'Neill, 1983: 82-83). And thus O'Neill once again broadens the 
field and re-opens the search for a workable definition. 
Nonetheless, this disagreement over the historical and geographical reference points of 
black humour does not eliminate an examination of the more detailed definitions of 
black humour as put forth by both theorists. 
  
In his attempt at characterising black humour, Schulz starts by comparing its thematic 
components to that of existentialism: "[...] external disorder, meaningless social 
disorder, is codified as "absurdity" in existentialist fiction. And here Black Humour 
finds its logical home." (Schulz, 1973: 7). Unified between existentialism and black 
humour is the theme of external, social and societal disorder. Factors outside of the self 
bears the brunt of criticism through a highlighting of conventions, laws and customs as 
inherently absurd. In that sense the subject situates itself outside of such conventions 
and society itself, condemning it all from afar. However, existentialism, unlike black 
humour, carries with it an inherent respect for the self: 
  
“Basically, both [existentialism and black humour] posit an absurd 
world devoid of intrinsic values, with a resultant tension between 
individual and universe. The existentialist, however, retains 
implicitly a respect for the self.” (Schulz, 1973: 6). 
  
And this is where black humour parts company with existentialism, since black humour 
contains within itself an inability to codify the difference between subject and 
environment, subsequently condemning the self along with its surroundings: 
  
“Conrad Knickerbocker in his groundbreaking essay diminishes the 
Black Humourists to poéte maudit, a scorpion to the status quo, so 
full of the poison of self-loathing for the “specially tailored, ready-
to-wear identities” given to us by TV, movies, the press, universities, 
the government, the military, medicine, and business, that he 
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mortally stings himself, pricking the surrogate skin of society.” 
(Schulz, 1973: 5). 
  
Therefore, in “stinging” the external factors of “ready-to-wear identities” the subject is 
subsequently stinging the very elements that make up the self. The point being: we are 
what we eat, drink, breathe, watch and believe. Hence, a criticism of these elements is 
equally a criticism of one's self, since the self is nothing more than a product of these 
aforementioned elements. 
  
Schulz thereby highlights black humour's lack of redemption for the self; the non-
existence of a silver lining. Unlike for instance Albert Camus's existentialist 
interpretation of the myth of Sisyphus, wherein the hero finds existential solace and 
profound happiness in the mundane and meaningless act of moving a stone up a 
mountain, there is no such end in sight for the hero of black humour: "Black Humour 
stops short of any such victory. It enacts no individual release or social reconciliation; 
it often moves toward, but ordinarily fails to reach, that goal." (Schulz, 1973: 8). The 
individual is instead destined to accept the meaningless absurdity of his existence. 
  
But what is the point then of black humour? Schulz arrives at the following conclusion: 
"[...] the Black Humourist is not concerned with what to do about life but with how to 
take it." (Schulz, 1973: 12-13). Black humour is, in other words, not a cure for the 
meaningless nature of existence, but should rather be considered a sedative medicine 
we can use simply to cope with it all. 
  
Patrick O'Neill agrees with this definition, stating that black humour "[...] is the humour 
of lost norms, lost confidence, the humour of disorientation. [...] black humour, to coin 
a phrase, is the comedy of entropy." (O'Neill, 1983: 89). It is the foregoing of all 
meaning and comforting categorizations with which one could find solace. Thereby 
black humour shares many similarities with satire in that it acts as a mockery of fixed 
systems and beliefs: "[...] as a coherent literary form satire is the soil in which black 
humour takes root." (O'Neill, 1983: 91-92). Patrick O'Neill classifies black humour as 
a form of satire and subsequently creates a satirical scale that stretches from benign 
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satire to entropic satire, on which black humour finds its home at the far reaches of the 
entropic: 
  
“At the benign end of the spectrum satire is characterized by a firm 
belief in its own moral efficacy, by a confidence that the real can 
indeed be brought closer to the distant ideal. At the entropic end of 
the spectrum, however, we find an emphatic lack of belief in its own 
efficacy as an agent of moral education, and didactic confidence 
gives way to a fascinated vision of maximum entropy, total disorder.” 
(O'Neill, 1983: 92). 
  
It is, in other words, within the definition of purpose that a clear distinction can be 
found between benign satire and entropic satire, or black humour. Where benign satire 
carries with it an idea of positive change through which it challenges the fixed norms 
of social and societal systems in an attempt to better the world. Entropic satire, or black 
humour, on the other hand, carries with it no such illusions of an ideal world, but exists 
instead in a state of complete despair and meaninglessness, all the while pointing to that 
distant ideal, highlighting it as something utterly unattainable. It acts to dismantle the 
social and societal norms but without the courtesy of delivering any alternatives. In 
other words, where benign satire has a purpose and a dream of an ideal, black humour 
has neither: "The satiric mode of entropic comedy, as we have seen, unsuccessfully 
urges the necessity of reconciling the real and the ideal, while the ironic mode watches 
the gap become unbridgeable." (O'Neill, 1983: 94). 
  
At this point one may ask oneself, where does black humour become comedic? 
According to Patrick O'Neill, the answer must be found in the utilisation of irony: 
"Irony is a constant catalyst of black humour in that it regularly functions as a bridge 
between the comic and the tragic." (O'Neill, 1983: 92). In order to fully understand this 
statement, we need to first take a few steps backwards and examine the relation between 
subject matter and reader: 
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“[...] entropic humour is based firstly on an essential incongruity - the 
comic treatment of material which resists comic treatment - and 
secondly on the evocation of a particular response, namely the 
reader's perception that this incongruity is the expression of a sense 
of disorientation rather than a frivolous desire to shock. [...] Since 
humour of any sort is as much a question of perception as it is of 
expression, the role of the reader here is obviously crucial [...] 
“(O'Neill, 1983: 90-91). 
  
In order for black humour to function as humour, it is therefore vital that the reader can 
identify the irony in the subject matter. This means that the reader has to see the gap 
between the real and the ideal, the reader has to see the irony of the otherwise 
meaningless turmoil of black humour, because if not, the reader is simply left with the 
depressing portrayal of the real, i.e. the meaningless. Thereby irony is what bridges the 
gap between the tragic and the comic, and is therefore crucial to the successful 
utilisation of black humour. 
  
Throughout this examination of black humour, meaninglessness seems to be at the root 
of the concept; it appears almost as an underlying ideology that explains the very 
existence of black humour. O'Neill also indicates the necessity for an exploration of the 
core principles on which black humour has sprung into existence, as he does not see 
black humour as something that can be classified solely by its dark subject matter: 
  
“Nor do we achieve too much by taking the more cautious step of 
deciding with robust common sense that black humour is quite 
simply that type of humour which laughs at the 'blacker' sides of life 
only, at grief, despair, evil, or death, or at subjects protected by more 
specific taboo, such as rape, murder, suicide, mutilation, or insanity. 
[...] Black humour in short cannot be defined in terms of its subject 
matter alone; it must be defined in terms of its mode of being [...]” 
(O'Neill, 1983: 88). 
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Patrick O'Neill thus delves into the very heart of black humour, highlighting an inherent 
renunciation of purpose and meaning. Thereby black humour cannot simply be 
classified by its subject matter or mode of expression, but should instead be examined 
through its mode of being, i.e. by its underlying worldview. In other words, black 
humour only works because the reader understands the aimless despair to which black 
humour is referring. It therefore becomes a question of philosophical understanding; a 
question through which O'Neill takes it a step further: 
  
“Is there something 'black' then after all, something darkly equivocal 
at the very root of all humour, however much we may have overlaid 
that fact with the patina of modern democratic and enlightened 
tolerance? Should we simply conclude that all humour is black 
humour?” (O'Neill, 1983: 88). 
  
This idea is quite interesting, because if black humour is build on a philosophical 
acceptance of the meaningless nature of existence, is such an understanding not then 
inescapable in all aspects of humour? Would the knowledge of the futility of life, once 
acquired, not then cut through all perception, through the understanding of all modes 
of expression? And would the very act of laughing not then simultaneously be an act 
of escapism regardless of the subject matter at which one is laughing? And must all 
humour, at its fundamental core, not then be classified as black? Questions like these 
will be examined further in the discussion. 
 
 
The Absurd 
 
The absurd is defined as a sense of human purposelessness in a meaningless and 
valueless universe (Cornwell, 2006: 2) or as James Manns defines it: "[…] that which 
radically violates all reasonable canons of expectability." (Manns, 1988: 259). Absurd 
literature explores the human situation, that is, people’s place or lack thereof in a world 
devoid of meaning. The absurd goes against the idea that our lives, our reality, our 
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world, have a special meaning, order or goal. It is precisely this worldview the absurd 
disrupts and attempts to take apart. Absurd literature not only disrupts an ordered 
structure of the world but also the traditional structure of literature. When reading a 
book the reader will expect a certain order of events with a beginning, middle and end 
that can give some sort of closure; in absurd literature this order is not a given. Absurd 
literature does not follow rules in the same way traditional literature does. 
 
All absurd literature can be said to have one thing in common: it revolves around the 
idea that life is essentially absurd, that it has no intrinsic value and that any search for 
it results in meaninglessness.  A frequent assertion of absurd literature is that it tries to 
show the world as being essentially meaningless, something which absurdist writers try 
to show by situating a clearly absurd scenario and then posing the question; at what 
point should meaning arise?   
The absurd should here be understood in the sense that it has no meaning or real 
purpose; not that it is absurd through lack of a logical connection. Typically the 
absurdity arises when the characters are put in situations that seem more or less 
meaningless.  Most commonly the literature focuses on, how the world around the 
characters appears void of any real purpose or significance. 
 
“In a universe that is suddenly deprived of illusions and of light, man 
feels an alien, a stranger. His exile is without remedy since he is 
deprived of a memory of a lost home or the hope of a promised land. 
This divorce between man and his life, the actor and his setting, is 
properly the feeling of absurdity.” (Camus, 2000: 13). 
 
Literature of the absurd often focuses on the character’s discovery of a life without 
inherent meaning. The absurd and its following meaninglessness often hits the 
characters suddenly and with a ripple effect, leaving the character in a state of 
depression and confusion. In Franz Kafka’s The Trial, the protagonist wakes up to an 
impending trial without any knowledge of what he is being tried for. The trial is all-
encompassing yet absurd. When the characters in absurd literature realise the emptiness 
of a world without meaning the characters pose the question of how one responds to a 
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world that does not make sense, how should one act when faced with meaninglessness? 
To Søren Kierkegaard and Albert Camus, the possible response is one of three: you can 
commit suicide and end your existence thus avoiding meaninglessness, look to religion 
or mysticism for meaning, or accept absurdity and continue to live in spite of it (Camus, 
2000: 3).  
  
Absurd humour is closely linked to incongruity and black humour. Absurd humour can 
be split into two different strands; the rational and the existential absurd. The rational 
absurd concerns humour that breaks down logic, wherein it takes a logical pre-position 
and then ends with a nonsensical or contradictory conclusion. The existential absurd 
deals with the meaninglessness of existence and is often associated with the theatre of 
the absurd. The existential absurd often goes towards dark humour. Both strands often 
occur together and is found in Monty Python, plays by authors such as Samuel Beckett 
or Eugene Ionesco and many others (Attardo, 2014: 1). 
 
In his paper ‘Two Faces of The Absurd’, James Manns looks at the differences and 
similarities in absurd literature and absurd humour. He argues that absurd humour is 
self-contained and does not refer to anything but itself, whereas absurd literature must 
refer to something other than itself. Both share a drastic violation of predictable patterns 
of expectation, which gives rise to the absurd. This is instrumental for both absurd 
humour and absurd literature (Manns, 1988: 261). 
In order to explain absurd humour, Manns turns to Kant, who defines it as follows: 
 
“Something absurd (something in which, therefore, the 
understanding can find no delight) must be present in whatever is to 
raise a hearty, convulsive laugh. Laughter is an affection arising from 
a strained expectation being suddenly reduced to nothing.” (Manns, 
1988: 260).  
 
Here Kant refers to humour in general, but as Manns argues it is insufficient in 
explaining humour in general but sufficient in explaining absurd humour. When 
encountering a humorous story, joke or anecdote we form certain expectations and 
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absurd humour breaks these expectations, in some cases to such an extent that we 
simply abandon the idea of expecting anything at all. This is a fact Manns illustrates by 
describing a scene from Laurel and Hardy: 
 
“Considering first an instance of the comically absurd, it might be 
expected that when two people take it upon themselves to move a 
piano, it would be wise for them to seek more solid footing than that 
provided by a rope bridge. And given the uncivilized surroundings in 
which rope bridges are usually found, it is hardly likely that a piano 
would be any more appropriate on one side of a chasm than on the 
other. And if for some (absurd) reason they should attempt to 
transport such an Instrument across such a structure, they ought at 
least to take some Steps to assure in advance that they will not meet 
with any formidable impediments half way across, such as, for 
example, an inquisitive gorilla.” (Manns, 1988: 261).  
 
It is the continuous breaks with our expectations that make us laugh; it is the pure 
absurdity of the situation that creates the humour. Absurd literature does the same thing; 
it breaks with our expectations, but unlike absurd humour, not to our amusement but to 
our dismay. 
However, these breaks with expectations in absurdist literature will only work if the 
person reading it subscribes to the idea that there is some kind of order in the universe. 
If the reader simply believes that there is no such order, then the absurd will no longer 
provoke any re-evaluation of reality. Of course, this could be seen as absurd literature 
having served its purpose of convincing the reader of the meaningless universe (Manns, 
1988: 268). This happens because absurd literature must refer to something, whereas 
absurd humour never does, therefore, absurd humour will continue to make us laugh 
even after absurd literature have stopped making us think. 
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Analysis 
 
 
Introduction  
 
First off, when talking about humour, it is important to make a few distinctions: one is 
that humour and jokes are not the same thing. Something can be humorous but not be 
a joke, and something can be a joke and not be humorous. Humour in this project will 
be understood simply as that which can be identified as funny. Meanwhile, a joke is 
categorised as a type of structure.  The claim is that we intuitively are fairly capable of 
spotting the difference (Ritchie, 2004: 16). 
 
“What do you get if you cross the Atlantic with the Titanic? 
About half way.” (Ritchie, 2004: 13).  
 
This is a very clear example of a joke. Whether or not we find it funny is another matter, 
but either way we are able to identify the structure as that of a joke. Here is an example 
from Oscar Wilde: “Fashion is a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have to alter it 
every six months.” (Ritchie, 2004: 13). This, rather than being a joke, would be referred 
to as a humorous epigram. It is of course very subjective what we find funny and thus 
a complete categorisation of what humour is, would probably be impossible.  
As we have mentioned before, humour relies on creating a divide between the expected 
and the presented, whereby the humour reveals itself to be both resolved, in terms of 
understanding the situation as humorous, and unresolved, in that it breaks with one’s 
pre-defined expectations of the outcome. Take the passage in Catch-22 where a soldier 
is completely covered in bandages: this is a very clear example of how we both clearly 
identify the situation as an attempt of medical treatment, but at the same time the 
attempt is both clearly pointless and ridiculous: 
“A silent zinc pipe rose from the cement on his groin and was coupled 
to a slim rubber hose that carried waste from his kidneys and dripped 
it efficiently into a clear, stoppered jar on the floor. When the jar on 
the floor was full, the jar feeding his elbow was empty, and the two 
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were simply switched quickly so that the stuff could drip back into 
him.” (Heller, 2011: 10). 
  
It is also clear how the wording itself help us reach this understanding. Just look at the 
fact that Heller chose to describe the fluid as dripping efficiently, which in a way it 
does, but at the same time it points to the complete inefficiency of the treatment as a 
whole. This highlights the fact that it is only the efficiency of the dripping that is the 
focus and not the idea of curing the soldier.  
 
At the same time, the ambiguity of the incongruity is often how humour and jokes can 
be misunderstood. Take the passage: “Clevinger had a mind, and Lieutenant 
Scheisskopf had noticed that people with minds tended to get pretty smart at times.” 
(Heller, 2011: 81). We can identify at least three ways of understanding this sentence.  
Firstly, smart could mean impertinent or cheeky, this would mean that there is nothing 
humorous about the sentence.  
Secondly, the sentence could just refer to Scheisskopf being annoyed that, since 
Clevinger is smart, he will have to keep his eye out for him, so Clevinger does not trick 
him. Again, nothing is humorous about this. 
Thirdly, you could see the two words, ‘mind’ and ‘smart’ as being more or less 
identical. This can be seen as a humorous statement. It is of course possible to read the 
sentence in more than one way. At least the two last readings are not mutually exclusive. 
And even then, one could recognize the humorous aspect without actually 
understanding the sentence as containing two synonymous statements. The Humour in 
this could be explained through the idea that Scheisskopf is a superior to Clevinger, and 
should therefore be smarter. He should realise that having a mind and being smart are 
at least close synonyms. Thereby we reach an element of incongruity between our 
expectation of the intelligent superior officer and the seemingly dim-witted comment. 
Of course, it is also in itself incongruous to make the same statement twice since it 
breaks with our expectation of normal communication. 
 
Humour is subjective and a good illustration of this can be found when the death of 
Snowden is described. When we are first confronted with the situation, some 
information is left out and that helps make the situation seem less serious: 
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“Oh, God! Oh, God, oh, God, Yossarian had been pleading 
wordlessly as he dangled from the ceiling of the nose of the ship by 
the top of his head, unable to move.                                                                        
'The bombardier, the bombardier,' Dobbs answered in a cry when 
Yossarian spoke.                                                                                      
'He doesn't answer, he doesn't answer. Help the bombardier, help 
the bombardier.'                                                                                  
'I'm the bombardier,' Yossarian cried back at him. 'I'm the 
bombardier. I'm all right. I'm all right.'                                                  
'Then help him, help him,' Dobbs begged. 'Help him, help him.'                
And Snowden lay dying in back.” (Heller, 2011: 57). 
 
The “then help him” seems to refer to Yossarian, not Snowden, and that makes the 
utterance humorous, as he has just stated that he is okay. When meeting the same 
situation again later in the book, more information is included which makes it more 
serious. Another thing that helps make the situation humorous, when not in possession 
of the whole story, is the fact that Yossarian seems to be having this conversation while 
dangling from the ceiling. When getting the whole story it is clear that he is in fact not 
dangling from the ceiling and the humour is gone. Now it is clear that the “then help 
him” refers to the dying Snowden, not Yossarian: 
 
“'Help him, help him,' Dobbs was sobbing.’Help him, help him.'            
'Help who? Help who?' Yossarian called back. 'Help who?'                        
'The bombardier, the bombardier,' Dobbs cried. 'He doesn't answer. 
Help the bombardier, help the bombardier.'                                               
'I'm the bombardier,' Yossarian cried back at him. 'I'm the 
bombardier. I'm all right. I'm all right.'                                                 
'Then help him, help him,' Dobbs wept. 'Help him, help him.'                
'Help who? Help who?'                                                                               
'The radio-gunner,' Dobbs begged. 'Help the radio-gunner.'                         
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'I'm cold,' Snowden whimpered feebly over the intercom system 
then in a bleat of plaintive agony.                                                      
'Please help me. I'm cold.'” (Heller, 2011: 258-259). 
 
It is very much up to discussion how humorous or gloomy these passages are. We, in 
the group, are even unable to agree whether the first description of Snowden’s death is 
a clearly humorous situation or not. However, we agree that the first description of the 
circumstances leading to Snowden’s death is more open to a humorous interpretation 
than the second, later, description. 
This specific example shows the differences between humour and our understanding of 
the hidden irony in the humorous passages, which can completely change depending 
on the reader.  
 
 
Business 
 
“And they know that what's good for the syndicate is good for the country, because 
that's what makes Sammy run.” (Heller, 2011: 267). 
  
Business is a recurring theme in Catch-22, whether the business is war related or not. 
In Catch-22, business is almost never something good and many of the characters who 
engage in it share common traits, which is greed and an utter disregard for human life 
as long as they can benefit from it. 
For instance, Major Major’s father is described as an all-American farmer who works 
hard at not growing alfalfa, and the more he does not grow, the more federal aid he gets 
(Heller, 2011: 96). The story of Major Major’s father is a satirical identification of a 
flaw in the system, where you can get money from the state for doing nothing, when 
the point of the system is to lend a hand to struggling farmers. We are meant to laugh 
at the incongruous idea of a man working hard at doing nothing, but there is also a bit 
of bitterness behind that laugh. Behind the humour, the narrator also wants the reader 
to realise what is wrong with that image and be compelled to change it. 
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The most prominent character when it comes to business is Milo Minderbinder, who 
we learn, in chapter 7, wishes to create a syndicate that, at least originally, serves the 
purpose of getting the men good food (Heller, 2011: 48). How Milo does his business 
and how it is successful, is a very complicated affair: 
 
“'I distribute my plum tomatoes in markets all over Pianosa under an 
assumed name so that Colonel Cathcart and Colonel Korn can buy 
them up from me under their assumed names at four cents apiece and 
sell them back to me the next day for the syndicate at five cents 
apiece. They make a profit of one cent apiece, I make a profit of three 
and a half cents apiece, and everybody comes out ahead.'” (Heller, 
2011: 266). 
 
Milo’s mantra is that everybody benefits from the syndicate because everybody has a 
share. However, the only point at which anybody other than Milo makes a profit, is 
when Yossarian gets a quarter of a bedsheet. On the surface, Milo’s way of doing 
business seems completely absurd. However, in chapter 22 we learn that Milo is 
manipulating the market. He acts as the intermediary and that is how he makes money. 
He buys eggs at 1 cent apiece in Sicily, selling them at 4,5 cents apiece in Malta, then 
buying them back for 7 cents apiece, and finally selling them at 5 cents apiece to 
ultimately make a profit of 1,5 cents per egg. This market strategy makes him a wealthy 
man, which subsequently results in many different honours; he becomes the mayor of 
Palermo (and several other towns), the Assistant Governor-General of Malta, the Vice-
Shah of Oran, the Caliph of Baghdad, the Imam of Damascus, and the Sheik of Araby.  
 
The apparent absurdity and complexity of Milo’s syndicate and the reference to Uncle 
Sam satirizes the American society and financial world, a world so complex that most 
normal people cannot understand it. Furthermore, his many different titles can be 
viewed as a satirical comment on the influence of money, wherein a wealthy man can 
obtain important positions in areas that really should have nothing to do with him. 
Milo and his business is, at first, so absurd that one must laugh at the profit of a quarter 
of a bed sheet, but the more one learns about his dealings, the darker the humour gets. 
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He makes deals with both the Americans and the Germans to simultaneously attack and 
defend a bridge and he bombs his own camp. He does not care about his fellow soldiers’ 
lives, as long as he can make a profit. His money furthermore saves him when he is 
finally held responsible for his actions. He simply discloses his profits and pays a fee 
for the lives and the equipment he has destroyed and is then free to go on with his 
business. This satirical social criticism, of the notion that money can set you free, is 
still quite relevant over 40 years later. When the financial crisis hit, many put blame on 
Wall Street and the banks but the same people are still there, making money today and 
have yet to be punished.  
What Heller shows with the character Milo is that capitalism and money rules all. Milo 
possesses all the bad sides of capitalism and even his name Minderbinder suggests that 
Milo in some way have control over people’s minds. 
When Milo is first presented, the incongruous and absurd notion, of buying eggs for 7 
cents and selling them for 5 cents and still making a profit, elicits laughter. We laugh 
because we know that he makes a profit, but where that profit comes from does not 
make sense, until later in the book. Milo’s disregard for life and the lack of punishment 
or outrage for his actions represents two things: one, it speaks to the lack of greater 
meaning or justice in the world, which is a point of the absurd; and two, it is a criticism 
of a society where money means more than human life. 
 
  
Patriotism 
 
“‘I’m afraid he’s got you,’ added Colonel Korn. ‘You’re either for us or against your 
country. It’s as simple as that.’” (Heller, 2011: 486). 
 
One theme that we have found recurring in the novel is patriotism. Throughout the 
novel patriotism is shown from different angles which all question the very notion of 
patriotism. 
If we take a look in the dictionary, a patriot can be defined as: “A person who loves, 
supports, and defends his or her country and its interests with devotion.” (URL 2). 
Taken to the highest extremity this “devotion” also implies a very high sacrifice – 
namely being willing to die and/or kill for one’s country: a sacrifice which is being 
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demanded by the military from its employees when they are at war. This sacrifice and 
the willingness to make it is not something which is supposed to be questioned – you 
need to do this, for your country and for your fellow soldiers. 
This notion of an extreme willingness to let your devotion towards your country make 
you do just about anything can also be seen in Catch-22. Here it is taken to such an 
extreme, that the absurdity in it cannot be missed. For example, patriotism is being used 
and misused by Colonel Cathcart and Colonel Korn when trying to convince Yossarian 
to take their offer, which implies finally sending him home, or being court-martialled, 
if he does not take their offer. In the early stages of their conversation they are appealing 
to this expected devotion towards his country when saying: “Hasn’t he got any 
patriotism? Won’t you fight for your country?” (Heller, 2011: 486). However, they 
almost immediately equate themselves with his country when saying: “Won’t you give 
up your life for Colonel Cathcart and me?” (Heller, 486). Thereby, Yossarian’s love for 
his country is expected to include Colonel Cathcart and Colonel Korn – he is not a true 
patriot unless he is willing to die for his superiors. This equation between Yossarian’s 
love for his country and the colonels, who are only two individuals from that country, 
and therefore could not possibly represent the country as such, push the notion of love 
of one’s country and patriotism to the extremes.  
The incongruity is noticeable – because where does one really draw the line? Or, as 
Colonel Korn says to Yossarian: “How can you separate us?” (Heller, 2011: 486). If 
you are willing to die for your country does this not also imply that you are willing to 
die for your countrymen, which in this case is also your superiors? This demand is far 
too high, which one, as a reader, has no doubt about, since Yossarian has no real relation 
to the two men – they are his superiors and nothing more. Furthermore, they are 
superiors who do not take upon themselves to take care of their men or their country 
for that matter. 
 
All through the novel, no one really seems to care that much about their country. Many 
of them seem to care more about themselves, how they appear in the eyes of their 
superiors and getting up higher in the social ladder of the military. An example of this 
is the above-mentioned conversation between Yossarian, Colonel Korn and Colonel 
Cathcart, when Korn admits that “[…] there you have the crux of the situation. Colonel 
Cathcart wants to be a general and I want to be a Colonel, and that’s why we have to 
send you home.” (Heller, 2011: 488). And furthermore explains to Yossarian that it is: 
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“For the same reason that I want to be a colonel. What else have we 
got to do? Everyone teaches us to aspire to higher things. A general 
is higher than a colonel, and a colonel is higher than a lieutenant 
colonel. So we’re both aspiring.” (Heller, 2011: 488). 
 
In Catch-22, as is probably often the case in real life, advancement comes before 
anything else. This seems to be the case especially with the higher-ranking soldiers. 
Thereby, in the suggestion made by Korn and Cathcart, the dark humour shines through 
with its critique and questioning of the norms of society – in this case the norms that 
blindly praises the love of one’s country and highly treasures it to a degree that almost 
naturalises one’s willingness to die for it. Furthermore, the “ready-to-wear identity” 
that is given by the military is questioned with Korn’s and Cathcart’s questionable and 
unscrupulous acts when for example giving Yossarian the ultimatum of accepting their 
shady suggestion or being court-martialled, in order for them to climb up the social 
ladder of the military – and all just because “everyone teaches” them to “aspire”.  
It could be said that the fact they admit to this so willingly is giving the scene in the 
novel an element of incongruity; it would not normally be expected of people to readily 
admit that they value personal gain above anything else.  
 
The demand that the soldiers have to be patriotic and fight for their country also only 
seems to be a demand that applies to the lower ranking soldiers and the ones not able 
to wiggle their way out of it. This is for example the case with Cathcart, whom we 
discover have only flown one mission and Milo Minderbinder who manages to wiggle 
his way out of flying any more missions during a conversation with Cathcart (Heller, 
2011: 423-430). Thus, everything is negotiable if you have the right things to negotiate 
with or a high enough rank. 
The absurdity of the military’s notion of being a good patriot is also shown in the fact 
that Ex-P.F.C Wintergreen is performing his duty “[…] with all the uncomplaining 
dedication of a true patriot.” (Heller, 2011: 120-121), when performing his task of 
digging holes and filling them up again. This task is given to him as a punishment for 
going AWOL several times. Nevertheless, it is implied that a true patriot will accept 
Page 31 of 64 
 
and perform a task like this, without questioning the sanity or relevance of doing it. 
This attitude can be found in many more instances throughout the novel. 
Even though this is also a way of getting out of the more dangerous missions, the 
twisted logic of the military is shown when it is mentioned that Ex-P.F.C Wintergreen 
has even been recommended for a medal – the good conduct medal. And he sees his 
work with digging holes and filling them up again as an important part of the war effort: 
 
“[…] he had no objection to doing it as long as there was a war going 
on and it was part of the war effort. ‘It’s a matter of duty,’ he 
observed, ‘and we each have our own to perform. My duty is to keep 
digging these holes, and I’ve been doing such a good job of it that 
I’ve just been recommended for the good conduct medal. […] The 
duty of the men in combat is to win the war, and I just wish they were 
doing their duty as well as I’ve been doing mine. It wouldn’t be fair 
if I had to go overseas and do their job too, would it?” (Heller, 2011: 
121). 
 
This rationalisation exposes the twisted logic of both the military as a structure and of 
the men in it. Ex-P.F.C Wintergreen, and everybody else in the squadron, is probably 
performing a form of protective rationalisation. This form of rationalisation is shown 
throughout the novel, in different forms, and from different characters. It shows an 
incongruity in their argumentation and rationalisations, which is at the same time 
understandable and twisted. In this case, we realise and understand that he is afraid of 
being sent into combat, but we also see that he is making his arguments through a 
rhetoric that has its home within patriotism – with phrases like “war effort”, “duty”, 
“we each have our own to perform”. This twisted and incongruous use of a vocabulary 
from a domain of patriotism can thereby aid the reader in recognising that Ex-P.F.C 
Wintergreen’s argumentation is flawed, and, furthermore, that the argumentation used 
in real life might also be flawed. The novel thus shows some of the absurdities of war 
and of patriotism – both in the novel but also in real life. Furthermore, the twisted and 
incongruous logic of the military is seen with Wintergreens recommendation for the 
good conduct medal since his conduct can be seen as far from “good” with him trying 
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to run away from doing his “patriotic duty”. Thus, it is obvious that their way of 
working does not really make any sense, but at the same time it does to some degree, 
thereby creating incongruity and a resolution at the same time. 
Benedict Anderson defines a nation in his book Forestillede Fællesskaber2 and we will 
be using some of his points concerning the nation. Anderson defines a nation as follows: 
“It is an imagined political community – and imagined as both unavoidably limited and 
sovereign.” (Anderson, 2001: 48).  
 
He furthermore goes on to mention that: 
 
”It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation 
would never know most of their fellow citizens, meet them or even 
hear about them. And yet the image of community is found in the 
mind of everyone within their perceived community.” (Anderson, 
2001: 48). 
 
Thus, the nation is seen as a community consisting of many people who have not 
necessarily met each other but still feel some kind of common ground. Concerning this 
community, he elaborates by mentioning that it can be seen as a horizontal fellowship 
or brotherhood: 
“[…] a community because, no matter the actual inequality and 
exploitation that may be prevalent in each nation, the nation is always 
understood as a deeply horizontal comradery. It is ultimately this 
sense of brotherhood that has made it possible for so many millions 
of people not necessarily to kill, but to be willing to die for their own 
delimited perceptions of reality.” (Anderson, 2001: 50). 
 
                                                        
2 This book is in Danish, but we have translated the sections we use from it into English for the sake of 
our reader 
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He also emphasises the sense of being equal within this fellowship – the sense of a 
brotherhood. Furthermore, he concludes that it is this brotherhood that lies behind the 
fact that many people during the course of history have been willing to give their lives 
for their nation and this fellowship or brotherhood, thereby also emphasising the 
patriotic feelings that can be felt towards one’s nation. 
It must be noted that a nation and a country is often used interchangeably but do 
however differ from each other in that a country can be defined among other things as: 
“[…] a self-governing political entity.” (URL 3), with internationally acknowledged 
boundaries. But, despite this difference, the feelings of a brotherhood and feelings of 
patriotism often seem to coincide with these boundaries. 
This very notion of patriotism and of having a fellowship within one’s nation is 
challenged throughout the novel. It is directly challenged in the part of the novel where 
Nately is talking with the old, Italian man who is sitting at the whorehouse. First of all, 
in his comparison between America and Italy he is pointing to the fact that there can be 
another way of determining whether you are doing well as a country or not. According 
to the old man, Italy is doing well despite the fact that the country is occupied by, first 
the Germans, and then the Americans, since it is occupied and therefore no longer 
fighting. Thus, the lives of the Italian soldiers are spared. He equates “doing well” with 
the people of the country doing well and being alive. However, the American way of 
“doing well” is fighting to win – no matter the cost. He mentions to Nately that: “[…] 
I am quite certain Italy will survive this war and still be in existence long after your 
own country has been destroyed.” (Heller, 2011: 278).  
In relation to this, he continues to say: 
 
“All great countries are destroyed. Why not yours? How much longer 
do you really think your own country will last? Forever? Keep in 
mind that the earth itself is destined to be destroyed by the sun in 
twenty-five million years or so. […] The frog is almost five hundred 
million years old. Could you really say with much certainty that 
America, with all its strength and prosperity, with its fighting man 
that is second to none, and with its standard of living that is the 
highest in the world, will last as long as… the frog?” (Heller, 2011: 
279). 
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By saying this, he points to the fact that there is more to life than the interests of the 
different countries, and trying to defend their different frontiers and beliefs, thus 
pointing to the incongruity and absurdity of doing those things. Even a seemingly much 
smaller thing, like the frog, has existed longer than America as a nation – pointing to 
the importance of life itself over beliefs and frontiers of different countries. Nately 
argues that he is absolutely convinced that America will last for a long, long time – at 
least “Much longer than you or me” (Heller, 2011: 281). This argument is shot down 
immediately: “That won’t be very much longer then, considering that you’re so gullible 
and brave and that I am already such an old, old man.” (Heller, 2011: 281). This points 
to the gullibility of the young Nately, who we find out is only 19. His young age can 
potentially make him even more prone to believe the rhetoric of patriotism that is used 
to heighten the willingness of the soldiers to give their best in combat for their country 
– and ultimately die for it. So Nately might more willingly take upon him one of the 
aforementioned ready-to-wear identities of the military. 
Furthermore, even the whole idea of the legitimacy of a country is being challenged 
when the old man, during their discussion says to Nately, when talking about Major 
── de Coverly: “Imagine a man his age risking what little life he has left for something 
so absurd as a country.” (Heller, 2011: 283). When Nately denies the absurdity in 
risking his life for his country, the old man says: 
“What is a country? A country is a piece of land surrounded on all sides by boundaries, 
usually unnatural. […] There are now fifty or sixty countries fighting in this war. Surely 
so many countries can’t be worth dying for” (Heller, 2011: 283). 
So, in Nately’s discussion with the old man, the futility and absurdity in fighting for 
your country and over boundaries is being more directly pointed out. The old man’s 
cynicism concerning the whole idea of dying for one’s country is thus clear which is 
also shown in the fact that he turns Nately’s use of a saying that has a patriotic ring to 
it: “[…] it’s better to die on one’s feet than to live on one’s knee […]” (Heller, 2011: 
284), into a new one with connotations to the opposite: “It is better to live on one’s feet 
than to die on one’s knees.” (Heller, 2011: 284). The old man thereby takes the patriotic 
ring out of it, and leaves you with something, which probably often seems to be the 
case; in war, there is a very high risk of dying on your knees and not on your feet. 
Thereby the romanticised notion of dying for your country that is carried forward by 
the patriotic ideas and thoughts is being shot down. 
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The entire conversation between the old man and Nately actually makes more sense 
than many of the other conversations in the novel, because there is not the same degree 
of discrepancy between what is said and what is meant. Thus, in this conversation there 
is for example a more obvious connection between what Nately says and what the old 
man says. Neither can be seen as saying something really irrelevant in their response, 
as is seen for example in some of the conversations between Orr and Yossarian, where 
it seems like they are talking past each other. This seems to make the passage more 
serious. However, there are also passages that seem slightly more grotesque and 
humorous during the conversation between Nately and the old man. For example, the 
old man tells Nately how he greeted the different occupiers of Italy: 
 
“When the Germans marched into the city, I danced in the street like 
a youthful ballerina and shouted, “Heil Hitler!” until my lungs were 
hoarse. I even waved a small Nazi flag that I had snatched away from 
a beautiful little girl while her mother was looking the other way. 
When the Germans left the city, I rushed out to welcome the 
Americans with a bottle of excellent brandy and a basket of flowers. 
The brandy was for myself, of course, and the flowers were to 
sprinkle on our liberators. There was a very stiff and stuffy old major 
riding in the first car, and I hit him squarely in the eye with a red rose. 
A marvellous shot! You should have seen him wince.” (Heller, 2011: 
282). 
 
Here, the description of the old man dancing like a ballerina, shouting “Heil Hitler” and 
stealing from children, gives the reader an incongruous and thereby humorous scene, 
because it might not normally be expected of an old man to do so. In addition, the way 
he is shifting sides very quickly gives an impression of the absurdity of his attitudes 
thus making it strange and humorous. Firstly, he is shifting between being on the side 
of the German and American occupiers – and if there would be other occupiers he 
would certainly be on their side as well. Secondly, he is also shifting sides in that he, in 
his conversation with Nately, argues that it does not make any sense to fight for your 
country and that even the boundaries of countries do not make sense. Nevertheless, he 
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does fight, albeit indirectly, for his country in the stories that he is telling to Nately. 
This inconsistency could also point towards showing the meaninglessness of some 
larger concepts – thus criticising norms and rules of society but also the old man himself 
as is the case with black humour. 
The old man’s nature of being a “turncoat”, as Nately calls him, is shown as he greets 
the Germans and Americans welcome, but he does however also throw an American 
Beauty Rose towards the old major, who turns out to be Major ── de Coverly, when 
the Americans come, and a sprig of edelweiss towards an oberleutnant when the 
Germans come. Thus, virtually throwing patriotism in their faces as both these flowers 
are seen as symbols that to a certain extent represent Germany and America. Thereby 
he does actually get to tell them, in his own and subtler way, just what he thinks of them 
and their patriotism – and their presence in his country. First, about the Americans:  
 
“You should have seen the arrogant old bore, sitting there so sternly 
in that car like the Almighty Himself, with his big, rigid head and his 
foolish, solemn face. What a tempting target he made! I got him in 
the eye with an American Beauty Rose. I thought that was most 
appropriate. Don’t you?” (Heller, 2011, 282-283). 
 
And second, about the Germans: “When the Germans rode in, I almost stabbed a robust 
young oberleutnant to death with a sprig of edelweiss” (Heller, 2011, 283). 
Both quotations above are humorous, among other reasons because of the way that it is 
being told, with the old man trying to stab two different men with something as absurd 
as a flower. These flowers have connotations to peace and love and would not normally 
be associated with anything harmful. Furthermore, the fact that we have heard earlier 
in the novel that Major ── de Coverly wears a transparent eyepatch because of this 
incident. However, the incident has been told in a way so that it actually, in a rather 
absurd yet understandable way, represents Major ── de Coverly as a tough soldier, 
which makes this second version of the story funny. This version of the story is seen 
when the story is told as follows:  
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“Despite the multiple perils to which Major ── de Coverly exposed 
himself each time he rented apartments, his only injury had occurred, 
ironically enough, while he was leading the triumphal procession into 
the open city of Rome, where he was wounded in the eye by a flower 
fired at him from close range […] Major ── de Coverly, a Spartan 
in adversity, did not flinch once throughout the whole hideous ordeal. 
And not until he had returned to Pianosa, his business in Rome 
completed, did he seek medical attention for his wound.” (Heller, 
2011: 154).  
Thus, there are two different accounts of the story. One underlining the impression, that 
he would presumably like to present to the men from the squadron – his strong, patriotic 
and brave personality in the face of hardships and danger, and another, where he is 
depicted as an arrogant, stiff and stuffy, old bore who thinks too highly of himself. This 
causes a kind of incongruity where Major ── de Coverly’s presentation of himself is 
exposed by the words of the old man. The words used in describing his “heroic” way 
of dealing with the whole ordeal, like the fact that he handled it like a “Spartan in 
adversity”, “did not flinch” and did not seek medical attention until returning to 
Pianosa, indicates his toughness and willingness to sacrifice himself for the cause – 
indicating ultimately his patriotism. However, this emphasis on his toughness is also 
ridiculed by the incident itself because it was merely a rose that he was hurt by – thereby 
this rhetoric seems misplaced when considering this fact. 
  
Another example of patriotism being made fun of is when Yossarian and Dunbar are in 
the hospital in the beginning of the novel:  
 
“Dunbar sat up like a shot. ‘That’s it,’ he cried excitedly. ‘There was 
something missing – all the time I knew there was something missing 
– and now I know what it is.’ He banged his fist down into his palm. 
‘No patriotism,’ he declared. ‘You’re right,’ Yossarian shouted back. 
‘You’re right, you’re right, you’re right. The hot dog, the Brooklyn 
Dodgers. Mom’s apple pie. That’s what everyone’s fighting for. But 
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who’s fighting for the decent folk? Who’s fighting for more votes for 
the decent folk? There’s no patriotism, that’s what it is. And no 
matriotism, either.’” (Heller, 2011: 10).  
 
Returning to Anderson’s notion of a fellowship or brotherhood within a nation, one can 
sense this notion here with the mentioning of some things that are commonly associated 
with America or one’s homeland in general; “the Brooklyn Dodgers”, “the hot dog” 
and something very homely and secure like “mom’s apple pie”. And like they say, that 
is what everyone is fighting for. But they are also asking, “what about the decent folk”. 
To understand, who “the decent folk” are, it might be useful to return to something 
mentioned before this outburst from Yossarian and Dunbar. They are at the hospital 
with the Texan of who it is mentioned that:  
 
“Then there was the educated Texan from Texas who looked like 
someone in Technicolor and felt, patriotically, that people of means 
– decent folk – should be given more votes than drifters, whores, 
criminals, degenerates, atheists and indecent folk – people without 
means.” (Heller, 2011: 9).  
 
Therefore, it might be assumed that the “decent folk” that they are referring to are the 
same as the Texan’s “people with means”. Thereby there is a noticeable difference to 
what some people are fighting for – as it is the case that “whores, criminals, 
degenerates, atheists and indecent folk” are being left out of what some people think 
worth fighting for. Some people are thus “more equal” and more a part of the 
brotherhood of the nation and its imagined community, than others, which seems to be 
something that Yossarian and Dunbar are making fun of with their outburst.  
Thus, we see, throughout the novel, that the notion of patriotism is challenged in 
different ways through humour. This is done both explicitly, as is seen for example in 
the part with the old Italian man and Nately, where it is criticised directly, but also 
slightly more implicitly as for example with Ex-P.F.C Wintergreen. Overall it can be 
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said, that this challenging of patriotism can be seen through a ridiculing of the overall 
competency of everybody in the squadron – in some way or another. 
 
 
Authority and Hierarchy 
 
“Look fellows, we’ve got to have some confidence in the people above us who issue 
our orders. They know what they’re doing.” (Heller, 2011: 374). 
 
Authority and hierarchy are predominant themes in Joseph Heller’s portrayal of the 
military. Many characters in the novel exhibit a blind trust in their superiors, following 
their every instruction without question. The characters’ social interactions thereby 
become dependent on relations of power wherein the higher-ranking officers facilitate 
the role of master and the lower ranking officers the role of slave. It becomes a highly 
satirical take on social status, especially when the lower ranking officers are being 
verbally bullied, like in these excerpts from the Action Board’s interrogation of 
Clevinger over some insubordinate comments he may or may not have made: 
“'What did you mean,' he inquired slowly, 'when you said we 
couldn't punish you?' [...]                                                                                                            
'I don't think I ever made that statement, sir.'                                                          
'Will you speak up, please? I couldn't hear you.' [...]                                      
'Yes, sir. I said that I didn't say that you couldn't punish me.' [...]          
'When?' asked the colonel.                                                                                                                                           
'When what, sir?' [...]                                                                                                           
'When didn't you say we couldn't punish you? Don't you understand 
my question?'                                                                                           
'No, sir. I don't understand.'                                                                                             
'You've just told us that. Now suppose you answer my question.' 
[...]                                                                                                                                                    
'I'm sorry, sir. But I don't know how to answer it. I never said you 
couldn't punish me.'                                                                                                      
'Now you're telling us when you did say it. I'm asking you to tell us 
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when you didn't say it.'                                                                                   
Clevinger took a deep breath. 'I always didn't say you couldn't 
punish me.'                                                                                           
'That's much better, Mr. Clevinger, even though it is a barefaced 
lie.'” (Heller, 2011: 87-88). 
This absurd, nonsensical interaction goes on for quite some time and it becomes 
apparent that right and wrong is not the issue, it is rather a question of establishing 
authority. The colonel is using his status to bully Clevinger and ascertain his own 
domination within the hierarchy. It does not seem to matter whether or not Clevinger 
actually said what he is accused of saying, it is merely a ruse to get him to fall in line 
and accept his inferiority. Clevinger is later found guilty because: “[...] the only way to 
prove it [that he was guilty] was to find him guilty [...]” (Heller, 2011: 92). Therefore, 
Clevinger is punished for allegedly having said he could not be punished. This is merely 
one example out of many, wherein the power-relations between master and slave 
become apparent and it goes to show the military’s hierarchy to be extremely 
constructed and absurd in nature. 
The humour of the above interaction is based on absurdism. The conversation follows 
a nonsensical pattern. The colonel, feeling obliged to embarrass Clevinger, simply starts 
to follow a path that seems completely illogical, but yet it appears to be based on some 
sort of logic of language. The colonel’s reasoning goes as follows: having established 
that there is no answer to the question of when Clevinger made the statement, since he 
never did, the logical step would then be to establish when he did not make that 
statement. This is a highly absurd reasoning, but yet it seems sensible if you ignore all 
common sense and simply follow a logic based purely on language. The absurdity of 
this dialogue is a very common phenomenon in the novel and an integral contributor to 
the humorous nature of the characters’ social interactions. 
The constructed and nonsensical nature of the military’s hierarchy becomes further 
apparent when we get a glimpse into the process of promotions. Characters change 
ranks numerous times throughout the novel, but the reasoning behind both promotions 
and demotions seems void of common sense and it certainly is not based on merit. 
Firstly, we have the continual promotion of Scheisskopf, who starts the novel as a 
lieutenant and ends it as a general. His accelerated rise through the ranks begins with a 
parade, a marching competition between squadrons where Scheisskopf has taught his 
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men to march without swinging their arms. He is thereafter hailed as a military genius 
for this newfound marching technique and swiftly promoted (Heller, 2011: 85). 
Throughout the novel, it becomes painstakingly obvious that Scheisskopf is not a 
genius, which is also reflected in his very name, since “Scheisskopf” translates to 
Shithead, but he is continually promoted nonetheless. 
Secondly, we have Major Major who is given the rank of Major only because of his 
name, and furthermore we find out that his middle name is also Major, which makes 
him Major Major Major Major. The title of Major is thereby determined by nothing 
more than the character’s name, and when Colonel Cathcart wants to promote him, his 
motion is rejected because: "[...] the army had only one Major Major Major Major and 
did not intend to lose him by promotion just to please Colonel Cathcart." (Heller, 2011: 
157). Cathcart is subsequently so upset by this news that he wants to demote Major 
Major Major Major to lieutenant instead, but this motion is also rejected for the very 
same reason. 
The military’s hierarchy seems to be rooted in the nonsensical vanity of those in charge 
whose own position of power has additionally been established by the nonsensical 
vanity of their superiors, and on it goes.  
It is a system of power where those who have the power are promoting others only to 
ascertain their own power. This system becomes even more absurd after having 
examined the effect these power-relations have on social interactions. The characters’ 
ranks are crucial to their social status, whereby the roles of masters and slaves are 
distributed without any apparent common sense. The entire system is based on some 
kind of backwards logic of superiority for the sake of superiority. This can of course be 
seen as a satirical comment on the hierarchical, authoritarian inner workings of the 
American military, but it can also be viewed as a comment on the concept of social 
status in general. 
Although the characters’ rise to power seems rather random, there are examples of 
deliberate suppression of intelligence: "Clevinger had a mind, and Lieutenant 
Scheisskopf had noticed that people with minds tended to get pretty smart at times. 
Such men were dangerous [...]" (Heller, 2011: 81). Scheisskopf is purposefully putting 
restraints on those who would have the intelligence to question the system. Moreover, 
Scheisskopf is not the only officer who applies such tactics; Colonel Korn makes 
similar attempts to consolidate his own position by the suppression of intelligence: 
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“Under Colonel Korn's rule, the only people permitted to ask 
questions were those who never did. Soon the only people attending 
[his meetings] were those who never asked questions, and the 
sessions were discontinued altogether, since Clevinger, the corporal 
and Colonel Korn agreed that it was neither possible nor necessary to 
educate people who never questioned anything.” (Heller, 2011: 40). 
The theme of suppressing the masses is a rather serious one, but it becomes humorous 
through the absurd paradox of their logic. One cannot ask questions at meetings, since 
that would compromise the authority of the superiors, but if no one is asking questions, 
why then have the meetings at all? Through the highlighting of this absurd logic the 
superior officers are portrayed as morons, since they should have realized the fault in 
their logic from the beginning. The same goes for Scheisskopf since his realization that 
"[...] people with minds tended to get pretty smart at times [...]" (Heller, 2011: 81) is 
such an obvious finding, that it merely reflects badly on Scheisskopf that he had not 
realized this to begin with. This kind of humour gives associations to the concept of 
superiority humour wherein we laugh at an object because we feel superior to it. In this 
sense, one could argue that we laugh at Scheisskopf because we find ourselves to have 
a superior intellect.  
Furthermore, we find that the characters of inferior status within the military’s 
hierarchy are actually of superior intellect to those in charge. This is of course a scary 
notion; to have people in charge who are fundamentally unequipped to occupy such 
positions of power, but it also becomes yet another example of incongruity since such 
a malicious misplacement of power stands directly at odds with our understanding of 
how things should be. The real and the ideal are positioned right in front of us, and we 
are forced to acknowledge that the real is terribly far from the ideal.  
The superior officers let themselves be consumed by power to such an extent that they 
lose grips with their own morality and humanity. A clear example of this can be found 
when General Dreedle is baffled by the discovery that he is not allowed to kill anyone 
he does not like: "'You mean I can't shoot anyone I want to?' General Dreedle demanded 
with uncompromising indignation." (Heller, 2011: 255). The fact that General Dreedle 
is surprised by this is of course humorous because it stands in stark contrast with our 
normalised idea of morality, but it is additionally a horrifying image, having granted 
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power to individuals with such a ruthless and immoral worldview. In addition, it just 
goes to show, once again, the faulty logic behind the military’s established hierarchies.  
The novel generally portrays a fight for power, even among officers of the same rank.  
This is clear when Colonel Cathcart reveals that he views Colonel Scheisskopf as his 
enemy: “Another colonel in the area meant another rival, another enemy, another 
person who hated him.” (Heller, 2011: 377).  
General Peckem is of the same opinion when it comes to his fellow officers: “General 
Peckem laughed benignly. ‘No, Scheisskopf. Dreedle’s on our side, and Dreedle is the 
enemy.” (Heller, 2011: 370). The officers view each other as enemies since the only 
goal they have in mind is, not to win the war, but rather to move up the authoritarian 
ladder. The war effort does not seem to be of much importance to the officers in 
command, least of all General Peckem who instead uses the idea of the war effort to 
annoy and undermine General Dreedle: 
 
 “When he [General Dreedle] accuses me [General Peckem] of 
seeking to undermine him, I merely answer that my only purpose in 
calling attention to his errors is to strengthen our war effort by 
eliminating inefficiency.” (Heller, 2011: 371).  
 
With these constant back-stabbings, we are presented with a satirical view of the 
military’s hierarchy and the entire notion of fighting for one’s country and fighting to 
win the war falls apart, and all we are left with is an insatiable, individualistic hunger 
for power. 
With this hierarchy furthermore being so integral to the characters’ self-image and their 
social relation to one another, it is interesting to see what happens when this hierarchy 
becomes blurred. An example of this can be found when Scheisskopf and Major Major 
are having a difficult time addressing each other, since Major Major is of a higher rank 
than Scheisskopf; meanwhile Scheisskopf is Major Major’s commanding officer: 
 
“'I don't think you have to call me "sir," sir,' Lieutenant Scheisskopf 
pointed out.’You outrank me.'                                                                                      
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'Yes, sir. I may outrank you, sir, but you're still my commanding 
officer.'                                                                                                             
'Yes, sir, that's right,' Lieutenant Scheisskopf agreed.                   
'You may outrank me, sir, but I'm still your commanding officer. So 
you better do what I tell you, sir, or you'll get in trouble.          Go to 
the hospital and tell them you're sick, sir. Stay there until your 
uniform allowance catches up with you and you have some money 
to buy some uniforms.'                                                                         
'Yes, sir.'                                                                                                     
'And some shoes, sir. Buy some shoes the first chance you get, sir.'  
'Yes, sir. I will, sir.'                                                                                       
'Thank you, sir.'” (Heller, 2011: 100-101). 
 
The perpetual utterance of the word "sir" is very comical and it stands as a shining 
example of how these two characters are indissolubly tied to their respect for the system 
and therefore each other. Since one has to show respect to a superior, it becomes a 
paradox when both parties are superior to one another. It is a gap in the system that 
causes the entire illusion of hierarchy to falter. And since their understanding of social 
interaction hinges on the possibility of ranking themselves according to relations of 
power, their ability to comfortably interact with one another equally falters.  
 
Overall, the novel’s portrayal of hierarchy and authority can be seen as a satirical take 
on social relations, and how we constantly measure ourselves and others in accordance 
with some intangible concept of worth. Feeling either superior or inferior to another 
person will inevitably have a big influence on how we act. The novel highlights and 
satirises this tendency by presenting how the relation between rank and worth 
ultimately makes no sense, both concepts being merely human constructs. This is 
shown through the multiple examples of superior officers with clearly inferior intellect 
and limited redeeming qualities being nonetheless positioned at the top of the ladder. 
The entire concept of authority falls apart when the respect for the individuals in power 
is taken away, and we are subsequently left with a muddled chaos of subjectivity, 
wherein anyone could be worthy of power. The novel’s view on hierarchy and authority 
can therefore also be seen as an example of black humour, since it is build upon a 
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foundation that foregoes all trust in the current system while additionally lacking any 
sort of salvation or possible solution. Nothing about this hierarchy seems to make sense 
and nor would it if the hierarchy was structured differently. It is therefore not merely 
the characters in charge that bear the brunt of criticism but rather the very system of 
which they are in charge, or maybe even the very idea of a system. The whole concept 
of rank and worth becomes utterly ridiculous, when we are confronted with the fact that 
such notions are completely subjective and relate to nothing more than our need to 
categorise and rank ourselves in relation to others in an effort to know where we stand 
in social settings.  
 
 
Identity and the Self 
 
“Yossarian climbed up into his bed and became Warrant Officer Homer Lumley, who 
felt like vomiting and was covered suddenly with a clammy sweat.” (Heller, 2011: 335). 
 
There are several instances in Catch-22 where humour is achieved through playing with 
the names and identities of the various characters within. This is the case in the scene, 
where Yossarian wakes up in the hospital and finds that his friend Dunbar lies in a 
sickbed across from his own (Heller, 2011: 334-336). The joke begins when Dunbar 
claims to Yossarian that he is not Dunbar but “a fortiori”, for which Yossarian believes 
he has gone crazy. It simply turns out, though, that Dunbar has merely swapped places 
with another person called Anthony Fortiori, presumably in order to be in the same 
room as Yossarian. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, “a fortiori” is a Latin 
term that means “With greater reason or more convincing force —used in drawing a 
conclusion that is inferred to be even more certain than another” (URL 4). That the 
name of another soldier, Anthony Fortiori, spells out a Latin term with a specific 
meaning is a very obscure joke indeed. So, what is the purpose of it here? And why 
exactly ‘a fortiori’? Also, does Yossarian know about the term and is that why he 
misinterprets Dunbar at first? 
Yossarian appears surprisingly knowledgeable throughout the book, so it is quite likely 
that he knows of the Latin term. This could also explain the extent of Yossarian’s 
confusion, as he misinterprets what Dunbar is saying: to him, Dunbar is claiming that 
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he himself is a conclusion that is better than another conclusion, which explains why 
Yossarian initially thinks Dunbar has become insane.   
 
Dunbar then convinces Yossarian to try to swap places with other patients, which he 
does. The humour then manifests itself in the way changing identities is treated, both 
by the characters themselves and the narrator. For instance, even the narrator calls 
Dunbar ‘A. Fortiori’ in the following sentence: “A. Fortiori [Dunbar] got out of bed 
and motioned to Yossarian to follow.” (Heller, 2011: 334). Furthermore, a couple of 
lines before, the narrator also describes Dunbar’s situation as if he is literally another 
person: “[...] Dunbar was right: he was not Dunbar any more but Second Lieutenant 
Anthony F. Fortiori.” (Heller, 2011: 334). It is of course highly likely that the narrator 
is being ironic when it calls Dunbar Fortiori considering how obvious it is that Dunbar 
is not actually Fortiori. However, both Yossarian and Dunbar seem to treat it as though 
swapping places is the same as becoming the person with whom they swap places. For 
instance, when Yossarian swaps place with a warrant officer he suddenly seems to get 
the symptoms of said officer, and he even mentions the relatives of this officer as if 
they were his own. 
The question is: what is it about this swapping of identities that elicits laughter? One 
element that makes it funny is the narrator’s ironic addressing of Dunbar as Fortiori. 
The narrator itself plays along with the characters absurdities as if they are perfectly 
normal. Another element is the absurdity of the characters’ immersion in each other’s 
identities: it does make sense that Dunbar calls himself Fortiori, when he lies in the bed 
of the real Fortiori since Fortiori’s name is literally at the foot of the bed. However, it 
makes less sense for Yossarian to acquire the literal qualities and symptoms of the 
person with whom he has swapped places. 
 
Yossarian is also involved in changes of identity later in the novel. This time, however, 
the circumstances and the outcome are different. Yossarian is once again at the hospital 
when a doctor persuades him to pretend to be a recently deceased soldier named 
Giuseppe, because this soldier’s family has come to see him (Heller, 2011: 210-211). 
Yossarian reluctantly does so, and, wrapped in so much gauze as to be unrecognisable, 
he lies on a bed pretending to be dying. The family then enter in order to exchange last 
words with who they think is Giuseppe. Everything goes as expected until this exchange 
happens:  
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“‘Giuseppe,’ said the mother, who had seated herself in a chair with 
her veinous fingers clasped in her lap.                                          
‘My name is Yossarian,’ Yossarian said.                                             
‘His name is Yossarian, Ma. Yossarian, don’t you recognize me? 
I’m your brother John. Don’t you know who I am?’” (Heller, 2011: 
212). 
 
The bizarre thing about this exchange is the fact that Yossarian uses his own name and 
matter-of-factly corrects the mother of the person he pretends to be. Stranger still, 
Giuseppe’s brother takes Yossarian’s side and acts as though Giuseppe has always been 
named Yossarian; he even begins to correct the father, when the father calls Yossarian 
Giuseppe. The family then begins to act as though the real Giuseppe has always been 
named Yossarian. The father even mentions this explicitly in the text: “All the time I 
thought his name was Giuseppe, and now I find out his name is Yossarian.” (Heller, 
2011: 213).  
This whole exchange is generally very absurd because the family begins to agree with 
Yossarian about the name of their son, to the point of correcting each other. The 
absurdity stems from the impossibility of said exchange: it is very difficult to imagine 
a father that is not certain about his own son’s name in the real world. Yet, this 
impossibility is exactly what happens and is most likely the cause of the exchange 
between Yossarian and the family being funny in the first place. It is the incongruity 
within this impossibility that creates comedy. The situation itself is not funny at all: a 
family that wants to say goodbye to their dying son. However, the incongruity and the 
improbability of the circumstances in the situation is what makes it funny.  
 
In most of chapter 9 matters of identity are prevalent as a catalyst for humour. In the 
chapter we are introduced to the character of Major Major Major Major (Heller, 2011: 
94-119). Firstly, there is of course the character’s name. The sheer absurdity of a name 
that consists of the same three words added with the fact that this person attained the 
exact rank of major is enough on its own to elicit laughter.  
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Secondly, Major Major seems to have another distinct feature: he apparently resembles 
the American actor Henry Fonda. This has had the rather tragi-comical effect that Major 
Major has had to apologise pre-emptively throughout his life for not actually being 
Henry Fonda. In another tragi-comical twist, his resemblance to the famed actor also 
causes slander among the other officers, as they secretly begin to suspect that Major 
Major obtained his rank only because of said resemblance. One of them, Captain Black, 
who also wanted the position of major, secretly thinks that Major Major actually IS 
Henry Fonda. The comedy of these character traits stems from the actual tragedy of 
Major Major’s life juxtaposed with the absurdity of the actual causes of his tragedy, 
namely his ridiculous name and the fact he looks like Henry Fonda.  
Furthermore, other people react in definite ways depending on his function, to the point 
where his rank and said function become his only characteristics in the eyes of other 
people. This is seen on page 101-102 when he becomes the new squadron commander 
of Yossarian’s squadron. Major Major does not actually change rank. He remains a 
major, but somehow his new function as squadron commander causes all other 
members of the squadron to turn hostile towards him. They are essentially acting as 
though he is an entirely different person, despite there being no changes in his 
behaviour and despite him wanting to maintain the good relationship with his comrades.  
 
There is in this sequence a paradox: Major Major is the exact same person as before his 
promotion, yet everyone treats him differently. It should also be noted that having a 
name that is essentially a rank, which is therefore indistinguishable from his actual rank 
of major, causes him to appear void of identity altogether. There is no “him”: even his 
most distinguishable character trait is that he looks like another person.  It is the 
absurdities and the nonsensical circumstances surrounding this character that causes the 
chapter about him to be funny. He is simultaneously a tragic as well as a comic 
character: his name makes no sense, and his interactions with other people seem 
paradoxical or arbitrary. We claim that it is the absurdity and incongruity of this 
character that makes him comical.       
 
Major Major is not the only character with either an unlikely name or a name that is 
used in a comedic fashion. One of these characters is the aforementioned officer called 
Scheisskopf. A joke is immediately present whenever this character is mentioned, as 
“Scheisskopf” literally means “shithead” in German. This name is also very reflective 
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of this particular character’s nature, as he is an entirely unpleasant fellow, who only 
cares about himself and, bizarrely, marching competitions. Naturally, he quickly 
advances to one of the highest-ranking officers in the entire novel. Scheisskopf’s name 
is similar to Major Major’s in terms of absurdity; after all, who would have a last name 
that is literally a derogatory insult? However, Scheisskopf’s name is slightly more 
subtle; the reader needs a basic understanding of German in order to get the joke. This 
stands somewhat in contrast to Major Major, whose name’s absurdity is incredibly 
obvious and easy to comprehend.  
No one in the novel ever really comments on Scheisskopf’s name either; at least, no 
one seems to know what it actually means. There are, however, a lieutenant who at one 
point calls Scheisskopf “a shithead” behind his back: “’I wonder what that Shithead is 
up to,’ […]” (Heller, 2011: 84). The humour in this exclamation comes from the fact 
that the exclaimer does not seem to know the meaning of Scheisskopf’s name yet still 
calls him a “shithead”. In this situation, the humour stems from the dramatic irony in 
the literal truth of the exclamation, which the exclaimer himself does not realise: 
Scheisskopf is, by name, a shithead. However, it is still possible that the lieutenant who 
calls him a shithead actually does understand the meaning of his name: note that 
“Shithead” in the quote is written with a capital “S”, which may indicate that the 
lieutenant knowingly uses that particular insult. 
 
The humour employed in the name of yet another officer is only possible through 
written media. This character’s name is always written in the following way: Major ── 
de Coverley. The line is there for a reason: it is there to indicate that no one knows the 
first name of this character. No other character has dared ask him about it because he 
looks too intimidating. The fact that no one, apparently not even his superiors, has had 
enough courage to simply ask him is funny enough on its own due to how unlikely and 
therefore absurd it is. This is partially the reason for why the “──” is funny: whenever 
it appears, it reminds the reader of the absurd character quality mentioned above. It is 
also very possible that “──” is funny because it is an unusual unit, especially in a name. 
As such, it de-stabilises the structure of the sentences in which it appears, adding further 
to the absurdity. 
 
This chapter of our analysis shows that there are several jokes and comedic situations 
that are based on the connection between identity and self. Many of the characters’ 
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personality traits are either connected to their names or they change when they assume 
another identity because of how malleable identities apparently are. We have examples 
of Yossarian and Dunbar swapping identities with other soldiers in the hospital and 
apparently getting these soldiers ailments for the brief duration of the identity exchange, 
and everyone seems to act as though Major Major becomes an entirely different person 
once he becomes squadron commander. Furthermore, we have characters whose names 
indicate certain characteristics, for instance Scheisskopf, but also Major ── de 
Coverley, although de Coverley’s name does not literally include the “──” units, it is 
a creative way for the author to indicate a character quirk. 
 
The question is then, why do these matters of identity cause comedy in the first place? 
And is the comedy in these particular examples based on satire, absurd humour or black 
humour? As mentioned earlier, it seems that most of the comedy stems from the sheer 
absurdity of the situations and names themselves. From the case of Yossarian being 
disguised as a dying son and then managing to convince them that their son had always 
been called Yossarian, to the ludicrous name of Major Major, there seems to be an 
important element of impossibility in these examples; they are ridiculous to the point 
of absolute improbability. In this way, these humorous situations may very well belong 
to the genre of absurd humour, possibly even black humour due to the meaningless 
nature of their circumstances. Yossarian does not really have a reason for correcting the 
family of the dead soldier, but he does so anyway, Major Major’s father’s only reason 
for giving him that name was for the sake of a joke, and Scheisskopf’s name is never 
explained.  
Another element of black humour prevalent throughout these situations is the disrespect 
for the self, which we mentioned in our theory chapter about black humour. It seems 
that Heller satirises the rigid understanding most people have of identity when he brings 
his characters into situations where their own sense of self momentarily changes. As 
such, Heller exposes the meaninglessness of perceiving identity and the sense of self as 
something constant. Instead, he seems to suggest that the self is not constant, but 
constantly changing and malleable. This means that when Heller satirises the general 
understanding of identities and the self he moves into the realm of black humour.  
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Religion 
 
“Why can’t we all pray for something good, like a tighter bomb pattern, for example?“ 
(Heller 2011: 221). 
 
In the midst of the war, and the relentless attempt of Yossarian and the others, to find 
some kind of safe ground to navigate from. It is no surprise that they occasionally look 
to religion for answers. However, it becomes very apparent to Yossarian that religion 
will not help him bring meaning to the horrors they are facing.  Religion in Catch-22 is 
painted in a somewhat godforsaken fashion, the greedy businessman Milo 
Minderbinder becomes both a caliph and imam, (Heller 2011: 273) presumably because 
he somehow secured a financial gain to the area. This shows how Heller, just as he does 
not care for the authority of the Army, equally does not hold the authority of any 
religion in much higher regard. Very few characters in the novel seem to have any belief 
in God, mostly they seem to see religion as a tool to further themselves. For example 
when Colonel Cathcart tries to convince the chaplain to say prayers before the missions: 
  
“’Look how much they’ve done for these people in England. Here is 
a picture of a colonel in the Saturday Evening Post whose chaplain 
conducts prayers before each mission. If the prayers work for him, 
they should work for us. Maybe if we say prayers, they’ll put my 
picture in the Saturday Evening Post.’” (Heller, 2011: 219). 
  
Yossarian does not have a completely cut and dry relationship with religion. When he 
is in a plane that he thinks is about to be shot down, he screams: “Oh God! Oh God, oh 
God […]” (Heller 2011: 57). And when he is faced with having to fly more missions 
he prays: “For the first time in his life […]” (Heller 2011: 422) but not to God but to 
Nately. Yossarian is, at least when he is rational about it, an atheist. As he puts it, during 
a discussion with Scheisskopf’s wife: 
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“He’s not working at all. He is playing. Or else He’s forgotten all 
about us. That’s the kind of God you people talk about […] Good 
God, how much reverence can you have for a Supreme Being who 
finds it necessary to include such phenomena as phlegm and tooth 
decay in His divine system of creation? […] Why in the world did 
He ever create pain?” (Heller, 2011: 206-207). 
 
Scheisskopf’s wife responds to Yossarian’s banter by slapping him across the face for 
saying such things about God. But in the end they agree that none of them believe in 
God. She does not believe in a good god, and he does not believe in a god that allows 
such hardship. But the lack of a god is just all the more reason for Yossarian to look at 
the world as completely void of any intrinsic meaning. Without a god, Yossarian has to 
find his own meaning of the world around him, and of what is wrong and what is right. 
It is not just the absolute morals of god that Heller pokes fun at, also moral philosophers 
such as Immanuel Kant is ridiculed. Kant’s imperative states that one should only act, 
if one’s action would be universally applicable to anyone else. When Major Major finds 
out that Yossarian is avoiding missions he says: “But suppose everybody on our side 
felt that way’.” (Heller, 2011: 119). To which Yossarian replies: “Then I’d certainly be 
a damned fool to feel any other way.” (Heller, 2011: 119). To Yossarian it has become 
clear that morals must be relativistic, there is not going to be any simple guide, instead 
he must himself find the meaning, if there is one. 
The only character who does believe in God is the chaplain. At the same time the 
chaplain is also the only one who is described as, at large a moral character. Where 
most others seem preoccupied with their own lives, the chaplain goes out of his way to 
help others. Not least when he at numerous occasions try to convince the high ranking 
officers to lower the number of flights, required before you can be send home. However 
with officers such as Cathcart trying to use religion for his own good, his friends 
questioning of God and the horrors of the war. Even the chaplain starts to lose faith in 
the omniscient, omnipotent, English speaking, pro-American God throughout the novel 
(Heller, 2011, 328). And when the chaplain rekindles his faith it’s shown to be through 
more or less silly situations. At Snowden’s funeral, the chaplain spots a naked man in 
a three, thinking that such a strange thing must be some sort of supernatural being, 
possibly an angel of the lord. However, in the previous chapter it is made clear that it 
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is in fact just Yossarian who is sitting on the branch naked because he does not want to 
wear a uniform after the death of Snowden. In the end, when it is revealed that Orr 
manages to escape to Sweden, the chaplain is again assured in his beliefs, seeing the 
whole thing as divine intervention. However, in the course of fighting with his belief, 
the otherwise moral chaplain thinks about punching Korn and Cathcart. Even if the 
chaplain has regained his faith, he does seem less convinced of the absolute of 
morality.    
It becomes apparent that Catch-22 is generally critical of religion. The fact that a greedy 
businessman becomes imam is a clear satiric comment on the religious authorities. 
Rather than posing the characters as fundamentally against the idea of religion itself, 
Heller have chosen to focus on the nature of belief. To Yossarian God is the one who 
allowed pain, to Scheisskopf’s wife he is the good God. They agree that they do not 
believe in God, but it is important that the god they do not believe in is not the same 
god. First off, it creates a comedic effect: we are all too used to hearing heated religious 
debates, though few have been between two atheists arguing over the nature of the god, 
they do not believe in. But the whole discussion sets Yossarian up for what is essentially 
a version of the epicurean god paradox: If god is willing to prevent evil, but not able, 
then is he omnipotent? If he is able, but not willing, then is he benevolent? If he is both 
able and willing? Then why does evil exist? (Holt, 2008). 
Why does Heller not just write out this argument if this is really what he means? This 
is where the incongruity comes in; if humour arises through incongruity then it also 
leads us to consider why the passage is inconsistent. This way Heller allows the readers 
to discover the argument themselves. 
 
 
Truth and reality        
 
“'Who is Spain?' 
'Why is Hitler?' 
'When is right?' ” (Heller, 2011: 39). 
 
In Catch-22 language is more than a tool used to manifest humour and navigate the ins 
and outs of the narrative. Language becomes, to the characters, reality itself. Words and 
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sentences are basically what creates the existence that Yossarian and the others relate 
to. At one point, before their mission to bomb Bologna, Yossarian comes up with the 
idea of a new German super weapon called the Lepage glue gun, a weapon that 
supposedly can glue an entire formation of planes together. When Colonel Korn repeats 
the idea of the glue gun back to Yossarian, Yossarian collapses in terror (Heller, 2011: 
144). The completely made up idea of the glue gun have, by being repeated back to 
Yossarian, manifested itself as a reality. The same kind of replacement of reality from 
an external world to a purely conceptual idea happens when it becomes of great 
importance, to almost the entire squadron, that the mission results in a tight bomb 
pattern. Any reason as to why they are bombing is set aside and instead the aim is, 
solely, that when the bombs are dropped they should fall as close to each other as 
possible. The reason for this is supposedly that it looks better on the subsequent aerial 
photos. Even this turns out to be a lie, the idea of tight bomb patterns is really just 
something that General Peckham have dreamed up: “A bomb pattern is a term I 
dreamed up just several weeks ago. It means nothing, but you’d be surprised at how 
rapidly it’s caught on.” (Heller, 2011: 373).  
The bomb pattern never needed an explanation: the moment the idea of bomb patterns 
existed, it instantly became the most important concern when judging the success of 
bombings. There is no reasoning behind it, nothing but an arbitrary idea that replaces 
the point of bombing itself, i.e. hitting a strategic military target. This becomes another 
good example of how Heller takes the incongruity to a point where there is no 
connection to the world around the characters. There is no good reason for the tight 
bomb patterns. In fact, it is pointed out that it would be more effective with a looser 
bomb pattern. But, at the same time, there is some form of logical coherence in the 
sense that it might very well be that a tight bomb pattern looks better on photos. 
Likewise, Major Major’s discovery of his real name completely transforms his idea of 
himself, or rather, to him, Major Major Major must be a completely different person 
than the self, he recognises. This highlights the complete meaninglessness and 
absurdity of the situation. The external world is, to the characters, treacherous and 
impossible to know, but the situation is not much better when it comes to themselves. 
Their identity is also subject to sudden disruptions; there is no safe haven from where 
to build a meaningful world.  
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Furthermore, a hierarchy is build up where some forms of expression are truer than 
others, not by any logical or empirical merit, but simply because of the form it takes. 
Thus, anything written down always holds the truth over anything spoken. The concept 
of truth is completely removed from the context, which at times leaves the spoken to 
seem downright laughable.  
In the beginning of the novel, we are told about the dead man in Yossarian’s tent. First, 
it is left open-ended what this “dead man” refers to; we know that Yossarian hates him, 
and that he complains to Sergeant Towser to have him removed. However, Sergeant 
Towser responds that the dead man in Yossarian’s tent does not exist. It is, however, 
slowly made obvious that the dead man is in fact a soldier who had been sent flying 
before he had officially reported for duty. The dead man in Yossarian’s tent is just the 
belongings of the dead soldier. The dead soldier was never officially there, so, to the 
men of Yossarian’s squadron, he never existed (Heller, 2011: 25 & 124). 
A similar incident happens when Doc Daneeka tricks his way out of flying by having 
the pilots add his name to the passenger list. When a plane with Daneeka’s name on the 
passenger list crashes, everyone is convinced that Daneeka is dead, despite of 
Daneeka's attempts to convince them that he is still very much alive (Heller, 2011: 392). 
However, Daneeka’s name was on the passenger list and everyone on board the plane 
have died, therefore Daneeka must have died as well. The authoritative written 
statement again undermines even the simplest allusions to a coherent recognizable 
reality. It can be said that many of the characters in general have found a certain 
meaning in the system around them, which is the set military rules and regulations. It 
does not matter if these rules make any sense and it matters even less if they represent 
any truth of the situation, the system around them is all there is, right or wrong, true or 
false, it has to the soldiers become reality itself.  
 
Heller has a tendency to use paradoxes to point out the impossibility of the situation: 
the first and foremost example is of course the catch itself: 
 
“There was only one catch and that was Catch-22, which specified 
that a concern for one's own safety in the face of dangers that were 
real and immediate was the process of a rational mind. Orr was crazy 
and could be grounded. All he had to do was ask; and as soon as he 
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did, he would no longer be crazy and would have to fly more 
missions. Orr would be crazy to fly more missions and sane if he 
didn't, but if he was sane he had to fly them. If he flew them he was 
crazy and didn't have to; but if he didn't want to he was sane and had 
to. Yossarian was moved very deeply by the absolute simplicity of 
this clause of Catch-22 and let out a respectful whistle.                                                                                 
'That's some catch, that Catch-22,' he observed.” (Heller, 2011: 52).  
 
And it is some catch, as Yossarian observes, there is no way around it, they have to fly 
the missions. And as if that was not enough the number of missions are constantly 
raised, in the beginning they have to fly 25 missions (Heller, 2011: 60) by the end it is 
raised to 80 missions (Heller, 2011: 429). It seems completely absurd that there is a 
certain number of missions required if the number increases every time they approach 
the number of missions. Nevertheless, it is exactly what Joseph Heller experienced 
during his time in the army. When a member of the same bomb group as Heller first 
arrived they had to fly 25 mission towards the end they had to fly 50 missions (Meder, 
2012: 65). Heller himself ended up flying 60 missions (Heller, 2011: 539).  
The catch means that you have to be crazy to get out of flying missions, because you 
would have to be crazy to fly them. This is more than just an amusing paradoxical 
situation; it is also a comment on the war. One could ask why you have to be crazy to 
fly these missions. Is it really crazy to fight for your country? It certainly seems as 
though Heller thinks so, at least he appears to argue that fighting for your country is not 
a good enough explanation. This is, of course, also pointed out in the section with the 
Old Man, who outlines the madness of dying for the concept of a country, which at best 
seems suspect. Later in the novel Yossarian questions if the catch even exists or if it is 
just something that is made up, but as he points out, it does not matter. In fact, it is even 
harder to circumvent if it is just made up, because then there is no text or argument to 
attack (Heller, 2011: 468). 
Catch-22 is far from the only time where Heller uses paradoxes, in fact many situations 
in the novel seem almost like minor versions of Catch-22. Just think of Milo’s business, 
and how, since they are all a part of the syndicate, everything becomes good and bad at 
the same time: everything is permissible since, no matter who Milo hurts in the process, 
they should ultimately rejoice in that, through Milo, the syndicate benefits, and, since 
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everyone is a part of it, everyone is now better off. This is again a complete logical 
inconsistency but it nonetheless shows Milo’s reasoning. These kinds of incongruous 
and paradoxical situations again highlight the absurd. It seems that one can point to 
certain contrasts between the absurdist and existentialist sides to the characters. While 
some characters such as the chaplain, find a certain form of meaning. To the chaplain, 
it is the fact that he has regained his faith, and that he found a way were his faith 
confirms his feelings:  
 
”Common sense told him that telling lies and defecting from duty 
were sins. On the other hand, everyone knew that sin was evil, and 
that no good could come from evil. But he did feel good; he felt 
positively marvelous. Consequently, it followed logically that telling 
lies and defecting from duty could not be sins.” (Heller, 2011: 417). 
 
Others such as Cathcart have found a meaning in bettering his status, and that is why 
he raises the number of missions. However, at other times, the idea of a meaning is 
ridiculed, most obviously when Dunbar notices that time seems to slow down when he 
is bored. Dunbar likes to live, subsequently, he wants a long life since, to Dunbar, “life 
is all we have”. When Dunbar discovers he can manipulate time, he comes up with the 
ingenious plan to never do anything interesting or fun. This way he can truly live a long 
life. This is not Dunbar finding a kind of existential solace, or Dunbar finding meaning 
in the mundane. This is rather Heller poking fun at the way Dunbar deals with the 
meaningless. He does neither accept the meaningless or rebel against it, as Camus have 
argued. Instead, Dunbar uses the meaningless as a form of self-torture. 
 
Many of these paradoxical situations is heavily used to satirise the military hierarchy, 
often through the confusion of cause and effect that stems from the use of paradoxical 
utterances and situations.  It also contributes to create a sense of impossibility of the 
entire situation they are in; more often than not, there is no easy way out.  
 
It is at times tempting to say that the absurdity in Catch-22 serves as humour and that 
any serious points should be found outside of the absurd. Nevertheless, there is an 
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argument to be made that we should look for meaning exactly in the absurd. Heller 
could be trying to say something more general about life, maybe that the absurd is not 
limited to the absurdity of military camps in Italy during World War II, but also 
something which reflects back on our daily life. 
  
 
Interim Conclusion  
 
In our analysis, we have discovered that Catch-22 uses incongruity and absurdity to 
portray the rules and inner-workings of the military as inherently constructed and 
nonsensical. The rules and dogmas of the military system become the ultimate truth for 
many of the characters. It is a truth based on a linguistic sense of logic that has no 
commonplace outside the closed system of the military. It is a set of norms that the 
characters are not allowed to question, and the effects of this stretches far and wide. 
The constructed truth reigns supreme and controls, among other things; religion, social 
relations, identity and patriotism.  
However, this truth is, through the tool of absurdity, used to highlight the very ideas of 
truth and meaning as fundamentally flawed. It is a false reality employed to draw 
attention to all reality as false, or at the very least highly subjective. Overall, what ties 
our elected themes together is that they are all used in order to show the constructed 
nature of our perceived realities.  
By making light of serious subject matters, the novel moves into the realm of black 
humour and tears at the fabric of our fixed norms and ideologies. The novel can 
furthermore be viewed as a satirical criticism of themes such as; war, patriotism, 
capitalism etc. In that sense the novel becomes a call to arms against the falsities and 
injustices portrayed within: Soldiers are dying for no apparent purpose, blind trust in 
authority seems ridiculous, capitalism is challenged by showing how wealth trumps 
everything else, even human lives.  
Overall, the novel successfully utilizes humour to deal with some very serious topics 
without appearing preachy or morally superior. The humour makes the seriousness of 
the novel’s content more easily digestible and by criticising indirectly, the novel 
ultimately leaves it up to the reader to judge right from wrong.  
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Discussion 
 
“[...] McWatt turned again, dipped his wings once in salute, decided oh, well, what the 
hell, and flew into a mountain.” (Heller, 2011: 390). 
 
The most common place to find humour in Catch-22 is when the characters are 
confronted with fixed beliefs, whether it be patriotism, religion, authority or a concept 
of a set identity. The question is then, what does humour do to the reader's perception 
of these beliefs? 
 
Humour can allow us to laugh at something that we normally accept as true. Not 
necessarily because we all of a sudden find ourselves in disagreement, but maybe 
because we find something humorous in the vicinity of a set belief. When the chaplain 
talks about the Anglo-American, English speaking, Pro-American God, it is not 
necessarily the concept of religion we laugh at, but rather the specificity of the God he 
believes in, which highlights a severe subjectivity in the chaplain’s belief system. This 
subsequently raises questions regarding all belief. Would the notion of faith as 
something driven by one’s own subjectivity not then obliterate the reasoning behind 
faith altogether? In this case, what specification of God is not absurd? This way humour 
can be a way of breaking apart our beliefs and set categories. And what then does the 
concept of identity entail, when almost every part of it can ridiculed? Absurd humour 
can be a tool to pose a question. When we are done peeling at all the layers of our fixed 
realities and truths, with the muddled nonsense of absurdity, how much is actually left? 
While the humour in Catch-22 at times takes the focus away from the horrors of war, 
it also points at beliefs that are commonly thought to be certain, and challenges such 
beliefs through a trial by absurdity. 
One could say that some humour carries the ability to reveal something hidden: it is 
easy enough to say that murder is wrong, but we are generally not murderers. However, 
we are, most of the time, part of some sort of hierarchy; we probably all carry uncertain 
beliefs and most of the time we do have a fairly fixed idea of who we are. We laugh at 
the notion of Major Major Major distancing himself from his newly discovered name, 
yet when naming children or pets we often hear people say things like: “She just looked 
like a “Susan””. In that sense, names do carry ideas of identities, so when we laugh at 
Major Major Major we might not be very far from laughing at ourselves. 
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If we then turn our attention to satire, this form of humour can be viewed as a very 
harsh attack on the satirised. When a person’s beliefs are ridiculed it is an attack on the 
beliefs themselves, but it is also as an attack on all the people who hold such beliefs. 
Humour can furthermore be seen as a stronger attack than direct speech, because it is 
not only one’s beliefs that are being challenged but also one’s intelligence. By laughing 
at a person’s beliefs it is no longer simply the beliefs themselves that are being attacked, 
but also the notion that a person could possibly believe in such ridiculous things. 
Attacking a belief system with the vicious venom of satire can thereby be viewed as a 
preferable tool for change. 
However, when we find ourselves smiling at the abuse of power and laughing at the 
deaths of characters, does the humour not then remove us from the seriousness? One 
could argue that humour can be used to deal with taboo subjects, but dealing with such 
subjects through humour must also limit such a discussion to exist within the carefree 
nature of humour. And would the incentive for actual change not then be removed, 
when the seriousness of the subject is neutralised. In this sense, direct speech would be 
preferable to humour, if one is attempting to encourage change. 
 
If it is true that humour cannot facilitate serious messages, then humour must also be 
classified as always inherently meaningless. This is of course a grave claim to make, 
but it is also an interesting point to consider. Because if the claim is true, then all 
humour should be considered a form of escapism, since humour would then be moving 
without weight, without any underlying sense of purpose. And at this point we might 
again consider Patrick O’Neill’s considerations regarding the possibility of all humour 
being “black” at its core. Because, why make light of serious subject matter? If one 
really believed these subjects to be important, would one not then act and attempt to 
change things? Why hide behind laughter instead of taking action? One could consider 
the possibility, that all humour carries with it the knowledge that it is all for nothing. 
That there is no point in acting, since one state of things would never be better than 
another when, at the core of existence, there is no meaning or purpose. That everything 
just is, until it is not, and that we are all nothing but matter. This would mean that all 
humour would also necessarily be an act of escapism, a distraction from reality. 
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However, it is also possible that humour can be a way of taking action in that it 
functions as a more subtle manner of communication than, for instance, directly trying 
to convince another person to agree with you. That is to say, it is indeed probable that 
most readers of a humorous text is already expecting to be entertained and have 
therefore lowered their defensive barriers. This would stand in contrast to a situation 
where two persons argue with each other: here, these people will most likely be less 
receptive to challenges to their own perception of reality, and are therefore already on 
the defensive. Meanwhile, the reader of a work of apparent entertainment might not 
expect to have their beliefs challenged, which might in turn cause them to be more 
receptive. In a case such as this, it might be very possible for the humour to be a vehicle 
for more serious discussions, which the reader might subconsciously receive; a Trojan 
horse, as it were. This may be why Heller has chosen to approach serious subjects from 
a, mostly, humorous perspective: he realises that he deals with, especially at the time, 
very controversial themes and critiques of society and therefore attempts to conceal this 
behind a wall of humour in order to cushion the blow for the reader.   
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Conclusion 
 
We can conclude that Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 uses humour to deal with some rather 
serious subjects, including: business, patriotism, authority, hierarchy, identity, the self, 
religion, truth and meaning. Incongruity is used throughout the novel as an almost 
technical tool for generating humour, whereby the reader’s expectations are juxtaposed 
with a logically conflicting outcome. Furthermore, absurdity arises when the novel 
utilises a linguistic sense of logic which does not make sense outside the confines of 
the novel’s universe. Through these tools satire becomes apparent in the criticisms of 
fixed social and societal structures and beliefs. In addition, black humour emerges when 
these criticisms ridicule such structures and beliefs to a point wherein they appear 
altogether meaningless. It can, however, be argued that such criticisms, when made 
with the care-free nature of humour, do not carry as much weight as they otherwise 
should. But by using humour, the novel can also be said to handle subjects in a more 
subtle and thereby edible manner, whereby it manages to criticise where it otherwise 
could not. 
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